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DARK JUSTICE: A SERIES SYNOPSIS 


by Robin Ann Schindler 
"By day, he dispenses justice by the book. By night, he dispenses justice by his heart." From a CBS promo 


"Dark Justice", one of the CBS late-night "Crimetime after Primetime" shows, is a high-concept series about 
the double life of Superior Court Judge Nicholas Marshall, who "believed in the system” of law and order--until his 
wife and young daughter were murdered when he refused to give in to gangsters. As his opening credit narration 
states, "Then I stopped believing in the system, and started believing in justice.” 

After hours, he heads a vigilante group--popularly known in the media as the "Night Watchmen"--dedicated 
to nailing the guilty who through loopholes have managed to evade their due punishment in his courtroom. Nick-- 
who by night literally lets down his hair, swaps his judicial robes for a black leather jacket and rides his motorcycle- 
-is assisted by Kelly Cochran, private investigator who was formerly "married to the mob"; Jericho "Gibs" Gibson, 
special effects whiz who got into big legal trouble when one of his explosions got out of hand; and Amold "Moon" 
Willis, ex-con who as a master computer hacker works out the 5000 hours of community service Judge Marshall 
sentenced him to. Using their skills, the four set up and act out elaborate plots to catch and punish the guilty, 
inspired by Nick's catchphrase when the letter of the law lets him down: "Justice may be blind...but it can see in 
the dark." 

"Dark Justice" is set in an unnamed urban location in the United States, though season one was filmed in 
Barcelona, Spain (one of the least-American looking cities in Europe), and seasons two and three in the extremely- 
recognizable San Femando Valley of Southem Califomia. The dynamics of the show shifted drastically over those 
three seasons, due not only to the location change but to an ongoing stylization of the original concept that by the 
third year lent it an almost comic-book sensibility that differed from the darker drama seen earlier. Frequent cast 
changes also gave it a revolving door aspect in terms of the characters involved. Of the principles, only Clayton 
Prince (Gibs), Dick O'Neill (Moon) and Kit Kincannon (unlucky D.A. Ken Horton) remained the same over the 
course of sixty-six episodes. When the original wry-yet-stoic judge as portrayed by Ramy Zada left the show, the 
role was recast with Bruce Abbott, resulting in a much more tense and tightly-wound yet (at least in this editor's 
opinion) a good deal more vulnerable and emotionally damaged Nick Marshall. The first-season Latin actresses-- 
Begotia Plaza as Cat Duran, and Vivian Vives as Maria Marti--lost their jobs when their respective characters each 
ended up on the wrong end of a bullet, so Janet Gunn (no pun intended--we hope) was added to the cast as blonde 
and all-American Kelly. Nick has also changed secretaries—from Tara McDonald (as played by Carrie Ann Moss) 
to Samantha "Sam" Collins (Elisa Heinsohn)--in the middle of the run. 

The show is frequently as improbable as it sounds, but it is also by turns dark, comic, tragic and absurd; 
and sometimes, as Nick fights his inner demons--the loneliness of his double life and his undying devotion to the 
memory of his family--very moving. 

The stories within this fanzine delve into the many facets of Nick Marshall's character as the authors see 
him; the by-the-book judge frustrated by the failings of the system, the dark vigilante who by night metes out justice 
through deception, trickery and even violence; and the lonely, grieving, still-loyal family man who is incapable of 
leaving his shattered past behind. While the fiction reflects almost exclusively the sensibilities of the show's second 
and third season, we invite all fans of "Dark Justice" to explore this fascinating world as our authors have envisioned 
it. 
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He is wild but he is mellow 
He is strong but he is weak 
He is cruel but he is gentle 
He is wise but he is meek 


--Gordon Lightfoot 
"Don Quixote" 


ROLL THE DICE 


The evening breeze off the Pacific Ocean stirred Japanese windchimes on the redwood decking of the 
Malibu hillside house, their soft melodic tinkling answered by the clinking of ice cubes as, inside, gin and vermouth 
were poured into lead crystal glasses. 

Preston Keene nodded his approval as he took his drink from the polished wetbar and sat down on the soft 
leather couch facing the wide glass panels that offered an unbroken vista to the sea. "Nice house, Garvey. Great 
view. Took you a lotta years of public service to work up to this, didn't it? 

"A lifetime on the bench." Quinn Garvey's eyes shifted over to his guest, sharp with analysis. "And you 
know that. This isn't a social call, Keene. Get to the point." 

"Right." Keene laughed, the sound oddly bereft of humor. "The point, Garvey. You said he'd let me off." 

Garvey freshened his own drink, sipping thoughtfully, then tumed. "Correction. I said that because Judge 
Marshall is a former colleague of mine, I would try to do something for you. Unfortunately...." He drained his drink 
with a quick, agitated flick of his wrist. "There's too much hard evidence against your gambling operations--all of 
it clean, too." 

"Garvey, you know that's not what I wanna hear." Keene's grin was tight. "I went for a non-jury trial, just 
like you suggested. And my lawyers have tried every trick in the book. Butit's still going on, and it's not looking 
like it's gonna come out the way I need it to." 

"I'm sorry, but I'll be unable to arrange anything for you. I've known Nick Marshall for years, and he 
always goes by the book. When he's got it clean and hard, he rules clean and hard." He ran nervous fingers 
through his thinning hair, scratching. "That's not to say I haven't tried to assist you-I've gone through every law 
book I own, thought of every possible tactic I could advise you. But there's nothing I can do. You want my 
personal recommendation? Jump bail--that's all that'll keep you out of jail.” 

Keene rose, his gait a stalking cat's. "Now you know I can't do that—I've got everything set up here a little 
too nicely to leave it all behind. You don't get me off, and I'll take you down with me.” 

"Not likely." He swiped at a bead of sweat that crept through his receding hairline before it could streak 
his brow. 

"You've been working with my organization for ten years now—" 

"And I've been very careful over the past ten years. I know how to keep things 'clean and hard' too. And 
your word against that of a respected, retired Superior Court judge won't go very far. You'll find nothing on me.” 

"Wrong, Garvey. You've also been placing illegal wagers with me and my organization for ten years now." 
Keene reached into the padded envelope he carried, withdrawing a thick stack of papers. "I always keep alittle dirty 
laundry on hand in case I need a dry cleaner, know what I mean?" He leaned back, in control and enjoying it. "Just 
in case, you understand. Not only every bet you've every placed—but every case you've ever fixed for us when one 
of my people came up before your bench—as per our long-term agreement. Understand?" 

Garvey's hand tightened on the highball glass, eyes closing against a sudden pounding in his head. "Yes. 
I do.” 

"I'd say all this is pretty good motivation to fix this case the way I need it, wouldn't you?” Herose. "It'll 
be awfully hard to enjoy your retirement behind bars, Garvey. Do it. I don't care how. Just do it. Ifnot, well," 
he shrugged, grinning as he walked toward the door, "there goes everything you've worked your whole life for." 
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"I'm glad you could spare a few hours out of your busy schedule to have lunch with me, Nick." 

Superior Court Judge Nicholas Marshall picked up his fork and speared into the Cobb salad at the trendy 
bistro just a few blocks from the county courthouse. "Getting bored in retirement already, Quinn?" 

"No. Nota chance.” He sipped at his martini and smiled with the complacency of one at last indulging 
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some of the charges are going to stick.” 

"Are you sure?" 

"Ken Horton is.” 

"But what about you?” He shifted in, the look on his face intense. 

Nick neatly--frustratingly--sidestepped an answer. "Now you know, Quinn, in the absence ofa jury I have 
to hold myself to the same standards we hold them. No discussion of the case outside of the courtroom. I've 
probably already said too much." 

Quinn leaned back, his posture more relaxed though his eyes were still avid, keen. "Let's say we're talking 
in the realm of theory, then. What about the legal gray areas in...this kind of case. Haven't some been presented 
that, under normal circumstances, might be cause for dismissal?" 

"None at all." He looked genuinely puzzled as he wiped his mouth on his linen napkin and pushed away 
his empty plate. "I don't know who would have told you that. Everything's been one-hundred percent by the book.” 

Quinn shrugged a helpless apology. "What can I say, Nick? It's just a rumor I've heard. | thought you 
might have been waiting to hear it through before you threw it out." 

"No." He shook his head. "This one will come to an end." 

"And I don't think there will be any surprises about how you're going to rule." His smile was laden with 
ironic understanding. "Guilty on all charges'?" 

Nick tilted an ironic eyebrow, expression wry. "You said it, not me.” 

“Indeed, I did,” he mused slowly, then smiled. "Nicholas Marshall, still the same upright, high-minded 
member of the bar I've known for years.” 
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shouting distance of the proprietor himself. "What's going on in here tonight? Free beers for lonely-hearts?" 

Gibs supplied helpfully, "Read the banner.” 

It hung backwards from where he sat, reversed images of letters barely visible from his angle. He craned 
his head, puzzling them out by the neon and fluorescent bar lights, "First... Annual... Monopoly...Tournament’." He 
shook his head. "Oh, c'mon Moon, what gives?" 

Moon shrugged. "Business was a little slow. Pool, karaoke-all that's old hat. I decided I could use a 
gimmick to bring in a few new customers." 

"You're a marketing genius, Moon." Nick dipped into the free bowl of happy-hour nibbles at the center 
of the table. "Didn't Monopoly go out with the cut-throat corporate spirit of the 80's?" 

"Nothing more American than megalithic corporations, I say." Kelly, at his elbow, smiled as she sat down, 
a game box tucked under her arm. 

He groaned. "Not you too." 

"Wanna buy in to the tournament?” Her voice was bright. "Winner gets a year's free bar tab." 

"Like I need more free beers and all the stale pretzels I can eat. I've got better things to do with my time.” 

"Like?" Gibs challenged. 

"Like reviewing the Keene case. Closing arguments are tomorrow." 

"Then why are you here?" Kelly teased as she peeled cellophane from the game box. "Miss our pretty 
faces?" 

"I needed a night off. I just couldn't bear the thought of sitting home and reviewing page after page after 
page of testimony.” He patted his briefcase. "I've done that a little too much lately.” 

"Well, there you go. This is definitely the solution to your tedious existence." Kelly gave him an 
affectionate punch to the shoulder. 

"C'mon, Nick," Gibs added. "It's been slow ever since you got on the Keene case. You gotta get some 
crooked ones or we're gonna get out of practice. We can keep our strategy sharp and our minds alert—-" 

"By buying up little plastic hotels and extorting cartoon money from the rest of the players. Sounds like 
a plan to me. Moon!" He flagged him down. "I need a beer. Now." 

Kelly opened up the box and unfolded the board onto the table, neatly arranging the Chance and 
Community Chest cards on their respective squares, taking the familiar tokens out of the plastic bag and setting three 
of them on "Go". "It's only ten dollars, Nick." 

"No." 

"Live a little," Moon urged, bringing him a frosted glass and a bottle of Anchor Steam. 

"T'll buy in for him.” Gibs' grin was wicked as he reached for his wallet. 

Nick rolled his eyes. "No. Don't do that.” 

"Whining will get you nowhere.” Kelly grabbed her purse. "I'll split it with you, Gibs." She dropped the 
two fives onto the bar, then pressed the pair of dice into Nick's hand. "You roll first.” 

"Great." His mouth curled with sarcasm as he rolled snake eyes. "It's good to have friends you can count 
on.” 
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As another day's peaceful sunset settled around him, Quinn Garvey sat on his redwood deck and thought 
of his options. 

Marshall would not budge. He'd made up his mind, convinced as always of his rightness. The verdict 
would be guilty and Keene would go to prison. And he'd take Garvey down with him. 

Drastic measures were called for. 

The light breeze stirred the windchimes overhead, making music as bright as his young wife's lilting voice. 
She was still in the garden—-he could glimpse flashes of her billowing white dress as she moved through the opulent 
landscaping—picking flowers that had blossomed during the temperate day. 

A rare evening--he could see all the way across to Catalina, its shape rising in an indistinct, gray-blue haze 
against the horizon. Men spent all their lives striving for this, nothing but this in their retirement. A fine home, 
a young loving wife, all the pleasures money--and time—could provide. 

Beautiful. 
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"I was just thinking... How would you like to go to Palm Springs tonight? I'll meet you there tomorrow. 
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"The steno pool's mad at you, Nick Marshall. You owe them.” 

"Now why would they be mad at me, Sam?" Nick's attention remained focussed on the legal briefs and 
trial transcripts spread out before him on his desk. Only when she cleared her throat in annoyance at his 
preoccupation did his eyes flick up from his notetaking. His pencil tapped in a reflective, staccato rhythm as he 
looked her up and down. "You look nice tonight. Going out?" 

"Don't try to get out of this by flattering me, Nick—this is the same dress I wore all day.” 

"Different perfume, though,” he pointed out. 

"Oh." She'd doubted he'd notice. She dropped a sheaf of folded computer paper, tractor-feed edges still 
intact, on his desk. "Fresh off the word processor. Do you know the favors I had to pull in to get Cammie and 
Regina to stay this late and transcribe today's testimony so you could take it all home to review it?" 

"I knew I could count on you. Thanks alot." The genuine appreciation in his keen, dark eyes immediately 
disarmed her and she relaxed against his door jamb, watchi g as he shuffled the scattered files and papers into one 
tidy stack. He stood, pulled his briefcase from his bottom desk drawer and began to pile in the paperwork. "I've 
gota ae night tonight, Sam. I want to render this verdict as quickly as possible-I've lived with this case long 
enough. 

"Do you know how you're going to rule?" 


"Yeah....". His eyes darted over an unearthed page in momentary distraction. "Pencil I've lost it.” 
Wordlessly, Sam handed him her felt tip; he scribbled another quick pageful of notes before continuing. "There's 
a lot of compelling evidence. Let's just say that..." He dropped the ream of paper into his briefcase. "Mr. Horton 
is going to be a happy camper." 

"Isn't it a good feeling to get one clean once in a while?” 
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He was a few yards down the dark and silent halls of the courthouse before he finally remembered what 
point of legal esoterica had been tickling at the back of his mind for the past hour. State of Rhode Island vs. Roth— 
maybe with that I can find on another charge... 

The book was in his office. He pivoted, ducking back into his chambers and going to the high shelves 
behind his desk, index finger grazing over the leatherbound spines. "There we go..." 

He heard motion behind him, quick footsteps brushing over his expensive carpeting. "Haven't left yet, Sa-" 

It wasn't her. 

No perfume. 

He coiled into a defensive spin, as he whirled bringing up the arm that held the briefcase to use it as a 
weapon. A masked figure lunged forward and stalled Nick's motion, catching at the briefcase before he could use 
it again and wrenching it from his hand with a force strong enough to dislocate his fingers. 

From behind strong arms fastened around his torso, pinning his arms to his sides. Something acrid, sickly 
sweet and poisonous, was pressed to his face as he dug at his assailant with elbows and twisted from side to side, 
trying to break away. There was a quick shooting pain across the bridge of his nose, followed by the warmth of 
streaming blood, as his glasses were dashed off in the struggle. He felt the world spinning like a cold black 
whirlpool eddying around him, as the hand that clamped over his nose and mouth did more--worse--than steal his 
breath. 

Chloroform. His legs began to give, gone rubbery under the toxins they used to take him down. 

Pro job.... 

He made one final token struggle as the last of his strength oozed from his limp limbs, sending him 
slithering bonelessly to the floor, eyes dimming. The suffocating hand with its potent drug went away at last, but 
it was too late. He heard mutterings—"don't leave any evidence"--then felt himself hoisted over a strong shoulder 
and carried away with a rapid, jouncing motion that made him sick to his stomach. Then blackness--complete, total, 
enervating--claimed him, and the world went away. 
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"Nick--you forgot to give me my pen back... Nick?" Sam looked around his chambers; his coat, his 
briefcase and he were all gone, the pen he'd borrowed idle across his desk blotter. "Well, you really did go. I was 
sure you'd stay here until midnight." She'd never seen him leave so quickly. 

Come to think of it, she hadn't seen him /Jeave. 

She shrugged, crossing behind his desk, and picked up her pen. Nick had guessed right~she'd had plans 
of her own tonight-and she was hours late for her date. 

From the comer, glittering glass fragments in a frame of twisted metal caught her eye as she tumed to go. 
Frowning, she bent to pick them up, before shock stayed her hand. 

Nick's glasses. 

One earpiece was bent, a shattered starburst obscuring one lens. Across the other crept a thin trail of blood, 
pooling in a crescent against the beveled edge of glass. 

The blood was still wet. 

Don't touch evidence. 

She left them where they were, rose, and heart hammering in her chest, called the police. 
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"Break his arm.” 

Nick started awake at the words, twisting against the rough hands that ripped away the tape binding his 
wrists together, panic rising in him. More tape obscured his eyes, sealed his mouth, rendering him blindly helpless 
against what they intended to do. 

"Which one? Left or right?" 

"It won't much matter. Especially not by the time we're done." 

Before he'd had a chance to brace himself, pain exploded in him as his left forearm was expertly snapped, 
with one sharp, professional jerk. He gagged, fighting the nausea that would strangle him in his own juices should 
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he surrender to the sickness rising in his gut. Instead, he moaned deep in his throat and automatically tried against 
the rest of his bonds to curl into a protective, fetal position. , " 

Two pairs of hands-one set at his shoulders, the other at his bound ankles--wrenched him straight a ce 
a cold metal table, pinning him tightly. He realized his clothes were gone, leaving him utterly vulnerable, a ae 
shivered, the prickle of gooseflesh surging down his limbs in a convulsive shudder. At every motion, the raw bone 
grated inside his swelling forearm, with a pulse of pain that nearly stole his breath. 

"Welcome to a little meeting, Judge Marshall. I'm so glad we got your attention." 4 

He jerked his head to the side, following the obviously-disguised voice, trying to place it in the anonymous 
room that held him. The words were pronounced in a gravelly whisper, but even so, it seemed oddly half-familiar. 
If he'd been fully cognizant he might have recognized it, but the throbbing pain in his arm and disorientation in his 
head made coherent thought difficult. ; 

"I'm sure you're wondering why you're here. Any guesses? Oh, that's right, you can't talk.” A sed 
stroked over the taped gag; he surged upward, angry, incoherent sounds erupting in the back of his throat. "Don't 
worry--I'll give you a chance or two later on." , 

He heard footsteps, contemplative pacing. "This has to do with the case you're currently hearing, Marshall. 
There are some who feel that Keene is not guilty. Unfortunately, they are others who'll feel that you will find him 
guilty. And that will upset a lot of people. We need you to say ‘not guilty’.” : 

He forced out a grunt of denial, moving against the imprisoning hands. One released his shoulder long 
enough to slap him across the face with a force that sent stars exploding behind the blindfold and a trickle of blood 
down his throat. Nosebleed. 

He needed to cough. He couldn't. For a second he went limp, then came back to more words. 

"Marshall, Marshall. I didn't know you were such an impulsive, impetuous man. Control yourself and let 
me talk. We have a proposition. We can do this the easy way. Nothing but this. This is to prove we mean 
business." He walked fingers none too gently over the swollen, tightly stretched flesh of Nick's forearm, poking 
and prodding. Nick jerked, sucking in a sharp, bubbling breath through his nostrils at the surge of agony that sent 
his teeth chattering and body bucking impotently. 

"This, you can explain away. Tell 'em you fell down the stairs. Whoops. Broke your arm. And by the 
way, Keene's not guilty. All charges dismissed. Don't say that," the voice dropped, and he had to strain against 
the sound of the wind and a soft, melodic chiming to hear it, "and I guarantee, you'll be off the bench otherwise. 
You might even be dead.” 

Hot breath steamed into his ear, the whispered words scorching his soul. "Think about it. What's the 
slogan?—'just say no’.” 

The gag came away with a sudden sharp yank and he sucked in a deep, welcome breath. The rush of fresh 
air nearly sent his brain reeling as he gasped, barely noticing the twinging ache in his ribcage that must have 
occurred when he had been abducted. 

Strong fingers pinioned his chin, twisted his head around to face his invisible tormentor. "Find him not 
guilty.” 

He went still inside, then found words amid the pain. "I can't. I won't." 

The hand slammed his head back down against the table, a bright explosion of light arcing behind his eyes 
when he struck the impervious steel. Then the gag was back, pressed down over his lips and sealed tightly. 

"Not what we wanted to hear, Marshall. I don't think you believe us." 

The hand clamped over his nose, blocking his breath, until his head was swimming and his lungs screamed 
for relief. His struggles were useless against the combined strength holding him down, forcing him into a dark and 
bottomless pit where death waited. They were going to kill him right here, right now, holding him down and 
suffocating him with a weapon no more potent than the palm of his own hand. 

He blacked out for an instant, came back as a rush of cold air filled his lungs when the hand edged away. 

Someone laughed. 

"Think a little more, Marshall. We've done this to you already." Someone grabbed his left wrist, yankin g 
and twisting his broken arm, and he found that it was possible to scream while gagged. His spine arched up off the 
a his body writhing, as reflex tears that filled the meager pockets of space under the taped blindfold welled into 

8 eyes. 
"Will you rule as we want?” A fingernail tickled at the edge of the gag and he caught his breath in 
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anticipation. "No. Not yet. You can just..nod your head, Marshall.” 
He paused, suspended for the space of a heartbeat outside the gates of Purgatory. 
So easy 
Instead, he shook his head. 
"Damn you." Another blow sent him under, into welcome, temporary peace. 


eK a 


"Marshall. I know you're awake." 

After regaining consciousness, he'd lain as still as he could, as long as he could, taut and immobile with 
control, trying to forestall the moment when his anonymous captors would begin their persuasion again. 

"No use pretending.” 

Thoughts blurred by pain and fear lanced through his throbbing head. No one knew he was in trouble. 
No one would be looking for hima working evening at home had been all he'd planned, and his friends knew he 
wouldn't want to be bothered. He'd already called Moon at the bar, begged off even a token appearance at the damn 
tournament, endured Kelly's affectionate cajoling and hung up when Gibs started ragging that he was not coming 
only because he was already losing. 

This would be the end. 

"It's time to talk some more.” 

The sizzle of activated electricity filled the air with the heavy scent of ozone, and his muscles tightened 
in anticipation as something small was pressed against his thigh. "Do you know what this is?" 

He more than knew. In euphemistic parlance, a voltage-enhancing personal protection device, in 
descriptive-enough slang, a zapper. Kelly had recently started to carry one on some of her stakeouts, for her own 
safety. Gibs and Moon had been horsing around with it once when it had discharged, and it had knocked Moon 
flat on his ass for a good five minutes. 

A switch clicked, and lightning arced against, through, around his thigh, sending his body arching up off 
the table and the muscles of his leg into helpless, twitching spasms. For a second his heart thudded out of sync, 
then with a rapid double-thump, hitched back into rhythm. He settled, breathing heavily, within the gag sinking his 
teeth into his tongue and biting down hard. Vestigial ripples of the tingling voltage passed through his body like 
receding aftershocks of a violent quake. 

The zapper lifted, hovered...descended again, this time coming to rest along the line ofhis collarbone. The 
discharge slammed his upper body back, hard, against the steel of the table, magnifying the effect. 

Sweat beaded over his body, cold and clammy, and he began to shiver uncontrollably, his teeth chattering. 
He must have bitten the inside of his lip when the zapper had gone off. Blood streamed through his mouth, until 
he was at last forced to swallow it rather than strangle. 

The voice whispered in his ear, coercing, beguiling. "You know how to stop this, Marshall. You know 
what we need to hear. Just tell us when you're ready and we'll let you go.” 

Can't 

The zapper came down again, against the quivering muscles of his belly, the flat hard plane just below his 
navel, and he tensed in anticipation... 

But he found, as his body bucked and writhed over and over again, that it only made it worse. 


ak 


A hand fastened in his matted, soaking hair, lifting his head. "We're getting tired of playing this game, 
Judge Marshall. Aren't you?" 

Dozens of small, smarting burns stung over his legs and ribs, against his neck and arms and back. They 
hurt the worst over bone; knees, elbows, heels and palms; and the more he had sweated as it had gone on, the worse 
it had become. He'd lost track of how many new and creative places they'd found to shock him--especially those 
that had sent him reeling into momentary unconsciousness. And every time he had come back, they had still been 
there, ready--eager--to inflict more. 

"We've been as kind as we can, Marshall.” The voice was even quieter, the night's activities had added 
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ibe ; Ise we can do to convince 

black pit. "I don't know what e aVir 

ben act ob rose; Nick heard him pace away, slowly circling 
be done. Nick shuddered under the obvious scrutiny, then 


a deeper hoarseness to it, the timbre of a denizen ‘ 
you, if you haven't agreed to the proper judgemen be 
the table as if regarding him, analyzing what more co 


; ; d waited, passive. ’ 
rin ed yt abn Ro il prin 
" i WwW 


But now.... A mistrial will serve us as well as a verdict of not guilty. I'm afraid I'm going to have to take you off 


e bench." 
: A soft clanking came from behind him, the mummur 0 
conspiracy of demons. 
Chains. 
He tensed. 


sf ee tly." : ; 
onc Gipped sine over, onto his abraded belly, yanked both arms up over his head with a force that 


made him shrill in wordless anguish, then taped his wrists together again and bound them to the sbi ss 
Someone else caught his ankles, strapped them down in like fashion, immobilizing him to their latest to ts o 

The length of chain whistled through the air to land across his back. He lost his already meager, ra we 
breath, felt his head start to spin before he managed to choke in more, inadequate air. He struggled against the tight, 
cruel bonds, denying the pain in his arm as he heard the flail descending again. His heart screamed no. 

The chain rose and fell without mercy, over back and shoulderblades and buttocks and thighs, pounding, 
beating, pummeling him until his flesh gave to bruises and he felt the heat of stinging blood warming the chill of 
his skin. Violent nausea suddenly overwhelmed him, the sickness of encroaching shock. The back of his throat 
filled and he began to choke. 

dead and gone that's it 

"Stop." The last blow landed with half-force. "Take off the gag.” 

Fingers wrenched it away just in time. He heaved, convulsing, his stomach muscles taut as his body curled 
and twisted in agony. 

"Feel better?" He stilled, sucking in air through clenched teeth, his breathing an agonized hiss, then tried 
to inch away. “Last chance, Judge Marshall.” 

He remained silent, then, very slowly, shook his head. "I... can't." The words escaped thin and dry. 

The command was sharp with annoyance. "Do it to him. Again." 

"No...please...." 

He'd never thought he'd beg. The gag went back over his mouth. 

"I didn’t think you'd be willing to die for your integrity, Nicholas Marshall." 

The chain rose and fell again, until he could feel no more. 


f metal moving against metal like the whispered 


ae 


Garvey hadn't intended for it to go this far. 

"Geez, you've damn near killed him." Keene 
"Didn't know you had it in you." 

Marshall--tom, naked, ash-pale with shock--was stirrin 


: ; g slowly on the table, his body twisted under the 
bonds of silver duct tape that had fastened him down. His limbs contorted in random, agitated motions as if, with 


only the wink of cognizance remaining, he still sought es e from his to 1. sternlets dows 
the hollows between his ribs, trickling down his side, Bei secon aE Bicod channeled in rival : 


"You can do a lot of things when you have no other choice." Garvey lit hi i i 
. lit his own cigarette off the glowing 
stub of Keene's. Funny, h hadn ' . 
him off ara : y, he mused, he hadn't had a smoke for sixteen years. "He wouldn't capitulate. I had to take 
"He won't sit one for a long time.” 
"Maybe never. Isn't that what you wanted?" 
"It'll do." He stubbed out the cigarette, "] came b itori 
Suerte . €cause I was monitoring the police scanner and thought 
you bane know that there's a missing persons report on him. His secretary fil ar ome ae “oi ieabens ce’." 
aman." He thought quickly. "Ill have to get rid of him now. If they're looking for him, I can't risk them 


puffed quietly on a cigarette, new respect dawning in his eyes. 
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tracing him here.” 
"Easy solution—dump him far out of town and make sure he's found. That'll stop the search." 
"You sound like you've done this before." 


Keene shrugged. "A time or two. But don't call the cops—-never call the cops.” 
"Then who?" 


"The man's gotta have some friends. Where's his wallet?" Keene rifled through the tom suit on the floor, 
his hand emerging from the trouser pocket clutching a quality leather billfold. "Emergency numbers’... hah, that's 
funny. Never seen anyone short of an alky with a bar for an emergency number." He plucked out the card, held 
it out to Garvey. "Take him up toward the desert and have your guys call from a pay phone with a location. That'll 
take care of everything, except..." Keene's eyes flashed with malice. "Kill him.” 

Garvey tensed. "We damn near already have. It's not necessary.” 

"] think it is." Keene's voice held the soft entrapment of a few nights before. "He might be able to identify 
the players.” 

"There's not enough left of him to identify his own mother." 

"Like hell." Keene advanced, a small, shining, lethal pick appearing in his hand. "Let me take care of it.” 

"No." 

"Lose your nerve? After all this?” He stopped, laughed shortly. "We'll have to work this out. Tell you 
what-you're a gambler. Roll the dice." He pulled a pair from his pocket and pressed them into Garvey's hand. 
"That'll settle it." 


ee 


"Are you a gambling man, Marshall?" 

The voice brought him back from the deep and silent abyss to which he'd descended, seeking escape. He'd 
long-since ceased to respond to their torment. There was only so much sensation his body could absorb before 
detached numbness descended over him, almost as if it were some other Nick Marshall enduring the torture--a 
stranger, disconnected from him; someone stronger, braver, better than he, who could withstand the senseless cruelty 
inflicted on him without breaking, holding tight to his ideals. 

He kept still, his self locked away in a dark and quiet place, holding back every reaction, every sound, 
breath, whimper, restraint total and complete, as if he were not there. 

If I'm quiet no one will see me hear me they'll leave me alone 

But they were back. What did they want of him this time? 

nothing left of me nothing left to give don't you understand can't give you what you want 

The question came again. "I asked you, Marshall—are you a gambling man? It's time to decide whether 
you live or die." 

A new voice-another one that, though disguised, seemed half-familiar to his addled senses—-entered the 
dialogue, and he started. "You see, we have a difference of opinion here." 

Something sharp tickled at his ribs, needling at the center of his chest. Something new. Then he heard 
dice roll in a cup, their castanet shaking like the shock-chatter of his teeth inside his sealed mouth. 

"Odds, you live. Evens...you die. Simple, isn't it?" 

Nick shuddered violently, involuntarily, fresh sweat mixing with blood to leave him sticky and clammy. 
"Do you feel lucky, Marshall? What do you say? Let's roll." 

The dice rolled across his midriff, their soft patter over his abraded skin curiously effective after the rough 
handling of the past several hours. His stomach muscles knotted as the dice bumped to a halt, one of them sliding 
off and landing with a little clink upon the bloodstained steel table, nestled against his side. 

Two sets of footsteps circled him. One hand swooped down, grazing his flesh, to cup and lift the die that 
had fallen to the table. "A two...and a three. Five. Your lucky number." 

The new voice made a sound of disgust. "Go bring your car around. Time to get rid ofhim. You win." 

"I've kept my part of the bargain. Remember that." The footsteps retreated. 

Alone, the new voice bent closer. Nick froze as the sharp point scratched his ribs again. "Nothing 
personal, Marshall. I'm just...evening up my odds." 

Coldness slammed between his ribs, a quick sharp stab of convulsive, crushing pain. The weight of the 


id 


world descended on his chest, his awareness fracturing and spinning ae ~ vaepea te else giva'mnside. He 
couldn't breathe, not at all anymore, not with one lung gone and his mouth s cies 

Fight it, Nick. Don't struggle. Relax. 

Fle stilled his panicked threshing before it began, his composure as total and complete as death. He sought 
and somehow found air, a breath—not much, but, enough... : 

"You're cold as ice, Marshall." The world went for a moment from black to purple then exploding fire as 


he was lifted. "But you won't be cold in Hell.” L i Sp : 
The last Sing he heard as they carried him out was a soft tintinnabulation, like angels ringing silver bells. 


aK 


Stars. ) ) f 
He saw stars, not the swirling illusions manufactured by pain and blows, but genuine, endless vistas of 


bright pinpoints scattered like diamonds across the black desert sky. 

ee They'd done as they'd said, driven him to the high desert where sand blew with a cold hiss across the rutted 
pavement. He'd known it was over when they'd pitched him out, below the road sign for the tumoff to Lancaster, 
his naked body slamming onto the gravel-rough shoulder. His breath went away along with his consciousness, when 
he'd found it again, he was alone, neatly laid out on his raw, pulsating back, ankles still taped, wrists bound and 
arms doubled back against his chest, then secured with a straitjacket of more silver duct tape. 

They'd done one final act--removed the tape blinding his eyes, though, deliberately and perversely, they'd 
kept the seal over his mouth intact. He shifted, trying to free his hands to at last yank it free--so close, his swollen 
fingers nearly grazing his chin when he dropped his head. A surge of sickening pain as his broken bones shifted 
aborted his attempt. 

His chest hitched, reflex trying to rid his damaged lung of the seeping fluid that threatened to strangle him. 
He stilled the impulse, fought back first the cough of bubbling blood from his punctured lung, then the rise of bile 
from his stomach. He choked back even the animal whimpers that sought voice out of his agony. 

Any yielding would lead to immediate death, helpless strangulation in his own fluids. He'd seen how 
quickly--easily--it could happen. He gave no quarter to weakness. Not now. 

Tight, Nick, tight. It's all you've got left. Nota sound. Nota motion. Breathe what you can, slow, easy. 

Moon, Kelly, Gibs...1 heard them call you. Where are you? 

A shooting star streaked across the arc of the silent heavens. He moved his eyes, only his eyes, to follow 
its blazing path before it winked away, leaving behind an evanescent glow that dimmed only to memory in the catch 
of a breath. Tears streaked his face, like trails of night fire. 

They wouldn't come in time. 

He would die looking at the stars. 


eee 


"Dammit, Moon, faster!" 
"Kel, honey, I'm going as fast as I can. If I tip the van, it’s all over." His eyes flicked to Gibs. "How 
much farther to the Lancaster tumoff?" i 
Gibs consulted his map again, for the tenth time in as many minutes comparing it to th tetas 
of the high desert. "Not even a mile.” ¥, oe pepeie tm 
"Oh my God..." Kelly chewed another nail ragged to the quick. then if he! 
not there? And if he is, what if we're too late and he's already—" quick, started on the next. "What if he's 
"Don't even think it, Kelly." Moon's face was set into a grim mask. 
ee pp ai ia Pen: a Sa ed into the early hours of the moming—an impossible, nerve- 
span am's ve telephone call to Moon' 
warned them of Nick's danger. oon's Bar to express her fears of foul play had 
"You'd think we could've done something before now.” An 
blinked quickly, dashing them away before the other two saw. sty, frustrated tears stung Kelly's eyes and she 
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"Nothing on the street about it.". Moon met her gaze for a bare second. "I tried every source I know and 
nobody had a clue. It's a real quiet job—probably a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing.” 

She shook her head, thinking of the circuit she had made, hoping against hope that Nick's secretary's 
suspicions were unfounded. But the deserted loft--when she knew he'd planned to be there-- with its cold-engined 
motorcycle parked downstairs, and his car still in the courthouse parking lot hours after he had vanished had only 
served to confirm rather than dispel them. 

"At least we caught that call when it came." Gibs rustled the map back into a rough rectangle and craned 
forward, searching through the darkness. 

"Damn lucky thing, too," Moon muttered, downshifting, "the way we've been running around all night--" 

"There." Kelly's voice broke. "Pull over.” 

Moon swerved, braking, and pulled to the side of the road with highbeams blazing, toward a sign that under 
ETT gang challenges sixty miles from downtown read "Lancaster". Something--a shape--was beneath. "There 

e is." 

Kelly was out of the van before it stopped moving, her running shoes crunching on the gravel of the 
shoulder. "Nick!" He was battered and bloody, wrists and ankles bound with the same strong silver tape that sealed 
his mouth. The blankness in his staring eyes almost stopped her heart. "He's dead.” 

He blinked. 

Her hands shook as she yanked the gag from his mouth, prying the edge up, ripping it free. Nick twitched 
and drew a deep, shuddering breath; then his body suddenly convulsed forward as he violently retched, then 
coughed, over and over, bringing up blood. 

Gibs was there, with a knife slicing through the rest of the bonds. Moon came behind, dragging a blanket. 
Kelly snatched it from his hands. : 

"Oh my God, Nick." She swathed him in the old wool, supporting him as a shiver pulsed through his torn 
body. For a moment his eyes locked on hers, dazed yet pleading, his swollen fingers fastening in the front of her 
sweater. But even as Moon and Gibs bent to lift him from her arms, whatever glimmer of awareness their presence 
had awakened in him winked again into abeyance. He spasmed once, then went limp, his clinging hand falling away 
from her. 

She swallowed as the other two hoisted him, moving with quick desperation toward the back of the van. 
"It's gonna be okay, Nick..." 

Even she knew how she lied. 


me 


Words echoed in his head, from so far away.... 

"He's going to die, isn't he?" Crouched on the floor of the van, Kelly braced Nick's trembling body against 
hers, with the raveled edge of the blanket mopping the blood and sweat from his ashen face. "We'll never get him 
back in time." She shook him as his body stiffened, hissing encouragement in his ear. "Breathe, Nick, breathe." 

Tryin', Kel, but it's so hard... 

"Be careful what you say--he can probably hear you.” Gibs laced his fingers through Nick's, squeezing, 
searching for a response. "Hey man, you there? Hang on—hang on to me." 

Hey Gibs, I've never seen tears in your eyes before. That bad, huh? 

"He's gone catatonic--not surprising with what they did to him. Did you get a look at his back?" Moon's 
foot was heavy on the accelerator as they careened through the night. 

Goin' for the Grand Prix, Moon? 

He shuddered violently, muscles taut with stress and pain, his breath raling as he brought up more blood. 
Kelly tightened the rough Army surplus blanket around him and drew him closer, her voice shaking. "Not too much 
longer, Nick. Stay with us..." 

Gibs went away for a moment, retumed with a first aid kit in his hand. "There might be something in here 
we can use--" The vehicle jounced, spilling with a clatter two tins of Band-Aids and a jar of bum cream onto the 
truck's bare floor. "Think you can hit a few more potholes in the road, Moon?" Gibs snapped, with unsteady hands 
gathering up the supplies from where they had rolled. 

C'mon, folks, don't sweat the small stuff. Just take me home. Kelly, Gibs, Moon.... I've never been so glad 
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to see you in my life.... 
Distantly, somewhere, Nick smiled. 
You came. You came in time for me... 
It's good to have friends you can count on.... 


ae 


"Code blue!" 


"Code blue!" : 
Good God, the intercom pages in the ER were for him, as the bright light above the treatment table spun 


and lengthened into a white tunnel, tugging him up, off and away, no pain, just peace, pedes c a t le 
years... There were figures within the light-he knew who they would be—yet when he tried to cali to them the 

" oved away, away... if 
se Pha han Here einige mle Ate harnessed-passed through him, and the stilled heart within 
his seeping chest lurched, fluttered back to life, sending him reeling back to the here and now where he knew he 
belonged. 

"Get this man to the OR--stat!" . : 

As they wheeled him away he glimpsed Kelly, crying her eyes out against Moon's shoulder. And Gibs was 
actually pulling a Southern Baptist routine in the corner, head bowed and hands folded, lips moving in some sort 
of private gospel. 

Knock that crap off, I'll be okay 

I can't die you know that 

Or...can I? 

As the prick of a needle took him down and away into welcome oblivion, he could no longer be so sure. 


mae 


Dreams.... 

Echoes of wicked whispers precursors to more pain and torment remembered swing of the chain IMPACT 
split skin cracked bone ice and fire 

won't yield guilty as charged NO can't make me take it back 

Sound of soft bells chiming chill wind blowing over his naked body cold steel rough sand sick darkness 
around him 

He pushed unseeing against fetters that bound him struggling in an abyss of sounds and sensation and fear 

who's here God don't hurt me someone save me 

Save myself 

He hid, locked himself away in a box where he would be safe, curled up behind high glass walls 

they can see me but they can't hurt me don't make a sound they won't find me 

You're safe, Nick. Do you know where you are? You're in the hospital. You're going to be okay. Answer 
us Nick, please. Come back to us. 


Friends there to hold him, who wouldn't let him be hurt anymore, hands fastening to his, stilling him when 
he thrashed 


Shoulders to cry on 
He pushed it all away and made himself forget. 


Days dripping by crawling toward sunset stars outside his window... 
Sunrise. 


‘i He opened his eyes from his troubled sleep, looked around his hospital room, and at last welcomed back 
e. 


ek 


Kelly looked like hell. 
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She was slumped in the chair beside his bed, head bowed in sleep, closed eyes dark-circled and blonde hair 
mussed. How long had she been there? 

As long as he had. 

Kelly...thank you 

His mouth moved, calling her name. 

Nothing came out. 

He shook his woozy head, startled, and tried again. 

Not a sound. 

He pressed his shaking fingers to his lips, his throat, felt the bobbing of his Adam's apple as he swallowed. 

Nothing wrong. C'mon, Nick, do it. Say it. 

But the words wouldn't come, locked inside. 

What's wrong with me? 

He could practically taste his sentence, rolling its structure over his tongue like a savored candy. He 
stopped and concentrated on the words--if/ try hard enough.... He breathed once, twice, three times deeply, sucking 
in the pure oxygen still being administered to him, then tried again, his mouth opening and lips moving.... 

Nothing. 

The words remained trapped behind a wall, dammed in, damned. 

He bit back his rising panic and instead reached for her with the arm that was not encased in braces and 
bandages. Frustratingly, she was just beyond his reach, his fingertips grazing only as far as the table beside the bed. 
Shifting more was too difficult, monitor wires and intravenous tubes anchored him to the bed, and his every motion 
threatened to awaken the dull, discomforting pressure on his chest and distant aches throughout the rest of his body 
into full-blown pain. 

Kel...wake up. Something's wrong. I need you. 

She slept on, as even his whimpers remained unvoiced. 

He stretched out again, flailing, able to reach no further than the table that held Kleenex and call buttons 
and a carafe of distilled water. In desperation, he tipped it, sending the supplies flying with a splash and a racket 
that pierced the grey light of dawn. 

Kelly jerked awake, looking over at him with at first surprise and then delight at the return of awareness 
to his face. "Nick! You're-" Her words died as she met his eyes. "Nick? What's wrong?" 

He gestured to her, his mouth working yet not yielding one sound save his frantic, gulping breaths. Kelly 
grabbed his spasming fingers, squeezing reassuringly as his vision dimmed around the edges. 

"T'll get the doctor. Nick, do you understand me?" Her expression was laced with fear, her words measured 
out to reach through his panic. "J'll get the doctor." 

He sank back as she ran from the room, staring ahead with blank sightless horror. 

He couldn't talk. 

The torture had taken his voice. 


We Sit ae 


The neurologist was blunt. 

"While it's too soon to tell with certainty, his inability to communicate indicates brain damage. The longer 
the period of anoxia, the more severe the potential damage.” 

Kelly and Gibs exchanged puzzled glances. "Anoxia?" 

"Don't bullshit us with all your terminology,” Moon interrupted. "Tell us what you mean.” 

"I'm talking about oxygen deprivation." He rapidly thumbed through the chart in his hand. "The tests 
we've been able to run show no trauma to his throat or vocal cords, so there is no physiological reason to explain 
his silence. But we do show he was suffering from a severely compromised respiratory system when he was brought 
in. His blood oxygen level was dangerously low; if it had been at that level for any length of time..." He shrugged, 
letting them deduce the rest. 

"Are you sure?" Kelly's voice rose with disbelief. 

"I can't really say--we've been unable to adequately assess his mental condition because of his refusal to 
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cooperate with us." 
"Well, that’s Nick," Gibs pointed out. 
"I'm not sure he even knows what the 
has occurred to him—a type of retrograde amnesia to g0 
pointing in the direction of some level of impairment to 4 
"Amnesia, aphasia, anoxia. Too damn many 'a’ words, 
"He knows us,” Kelly pointed out. "At least I think he does. 


"He ki is own rules.” 
cps ee seems to have very little awareness of what 
with the aphasia. That, unfortunately, is another symptom 
his cognitive function.” 
Moon muttered. 
And he seems to understand what we say 


to him." 

"Now we do find that positive." Th 
his...family?” 

Gibs' voice was quiet. "You could say that.” 


"We're kinda all he's got," Moon added. fut a 
"Well, he'll need you." He stood and snapped closed the chart’s metal cover. "His physical prognosis is 


very good--another seven to ten days and he'll be enough on the mend to leave the hospit But after that, it's 
anyone's guess, though he'll likely need a period of rehabilitation in a convalescent facility specializing in the 
treatment of brain disorders.” 

"What about for now?" Moon looked old and tired. "Anything we can do?" a 

"Spend as much time as possible with him. Draw him out, try to establish a routine and a rapport with him. 
It wouldn't hurt to do things that remind him of home-of his life before this happened. While it will be a very long 
time before the Nicholas Marshall you remember is functional again, you can do a lot to help bring him along.” 
With a nod, he excused himself from the small conference room, leaving the three staring at each other. 

Gibs at last broke their silence. "Things that remind him of home'." His smile was sad. "Think the 
hospital'd mind a motorcycle in the hallway?" 


e doctor's gaze darted over them, resting on each in tum. "Are you 


meme 


Time blurred. The physical pain came and went, tempered away by strong medications that left him light- 
headed and apathetic, drifting for hours in a forlom, somnolent daze. 

The pain inside escaped at night, in dreams where memories pierced him sharp as the point that had stolen 
his breath and his words. Something wanted out, out from behind high glass walls, something feral and frightened 
and lost. 

He would have awakened screaming if he'd had a voice. 

By dawn it would all be gone, and another pointless day would begin. 

He sent away the specialists that streamed through his grim, darkened room—not those who poked and 
prodded at his damaged body, but those who wanted to probe the scattered, hidden fragments of his mind. It didn't 
matter—nothing mattered anymore. He ignored the speech therapist with her tapes and flash cards, and left 


untouched the convenient blank pad of paper and sharpened pencil, afraid that in the same way the words would 
not leave his lips, nor would they flow from his fingers. 


It was better not knowing all he might have lost. 


Eyes closed with exhaustion, he eavesdropped on choked whispers outside hi e who had 
dared to visit him. Obviously, until they'd seen him-and not heard shes sie Deities as hadn't 
believed the pessimistic reports passed back to the courthouse. 

"Poor Judge Marshall—reduced to this...." 

"My God, what could they have done to him..." 

"He can't talk--they say it might take years of therapy before...” 


"They don't know who might have done it because th i ' . : : 
of enemies-it could have been anyone..." © police can't communicate with him. He has a lot 


"God only knows if he'll ever be back. You 
He knotted his fists. He wasn't brain-damaged 


"Hey, Nick.” Gibs' whisper as he tiptoed into the ro ‘te a 
you something. One of the games from the bar. From the eealent: se ie te Bago attention. "I brought 
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He did, vaguely, like a snippet of information read in a biography of someone else. 

Gibs laid out the board on the table beside the bed. "It's your move, man.” 

He shook his head and closed his eyes. 

"Nick." Gibs' voice caught. "Don't do this to us. The doctors brought your body back from the edge—don't 
leave your mind there too. Work with me on this, Nick! All everyone wants is for you to get better, okay?” 

He capitulated, catching Gibs' worried eyes and nodding slowly in surrender. 

From then on, he cooperated with them, for they were all he had. Moon, Kelly, Gibs...faithful fnends to 
anutcase. They came by every day, for hours, keeping him occupied, talking and reading to him, expecting nothing 
from him in return, pretending everything was going to be all right. They closed his hand around the dice, made 
him roll, join in the game. They let him win at the first round of Monopoly and, in celebration, he allowed Kelly 
to kiss his cheek, and downed the smuggled beer Gibs and Moon held out to him. 

Three days became five, then a week. 

He kept up a good facade. 

At night he wept alone. 
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"They've replaced you, Nick." Sam's eyes filled with tears as she broke the news she'd been trying to avoid 
during the awkward hour she'd spent beside him. 

He nodded his understanding, turning away from her to instead regard the bright bouquet of helium balloons 
she'd brought to cheer his desolate hospital room. 

"It's only temporary." She swallowed hard and tried to sound optimistic, even though she knew as well 
as he did that he'd never be back. "Since they didn't know how long you'd be gone, they called in someone from 
the pool of retired judges. I don’t know him very well, but I understand he's an old friend of yours.” She rose, 
fiddling with the strap of her purse, looking as uncomfortable as both of them felt. "There's even a chance he'll be 
able to finish the ruling on the Keene case, if Horton and the lawyers for the defense can work something out. Isn't 
that great?” She waited too long for an answer that could not come before fumbling on into the thick silence. "I 
think he was going to come by later today, just to see how you're doing. Oh, gosh.” She looked at her watch. 
"Lunch is almost over. I'd better be getting back. I don't want to make a bad impression on him, his first day in 
your court." She bent, her eyes suddenly overflowing, and pressed a kiss to Nick's forehead. Her voice was thick 
as she whispered, "Judge Garvey couldn't be half as nice a boss to me as you are.” 


eee 


"Yuck--look at this slop.” Kelly made a face at the mystery meal the orderly had just brought in for dinner. 
Leaning over, she trailed her finger along Nick's chest, pretending to poke and feel ribs. "I'm going to go get you 
something you'll eat, Nick. You're losing too much weight on this nutritious crap." She pushed away from the latest 
round of Monopoly they had been filling time with and instead picked up her purse. "Sometimes you just gotta say 
'Golden Arches'. Want some?--there's one practically across the street. In fact, I'll bet that's how they keep their 
Cardiac Care Unit open, huh?" 

He rolled his eyes at her cheer, secretly appreciating how she was one of the few people who didn't address 
him with that low-voiced, handle-with-care tone most of his visitors affected, and waved her away. 

"Be right back. Don't dial any 900 numbers while I'm gone." She shoved the dice into his hand. "It's your 
move. And don't cheat!" 

As she went out, Quinn Garvey came in, smiling with the warmth that had characterized his career on the 
Superior Court bench for nearly thirty years. "Nick. Good to see you awake." 

He felt a nervous, enigmatic prickle of unease that he didn't understand flush over his body at Quinn's 
entrance. Quinn was his friend--had been for years. Why.... 

"How are you feeling?” He put out his hand, taking Nick's with great care to give it a gentle shake. 
Gooseflesh shivered up Nick's arm at his touch. "Not too tired for a little visit, are you? May I sit down?” 

He snapped back from the sudden, disquieting, sideways drift his mind had taken, remembering to nod. 

Garvey's voice was genteel with patronization. "I don't want to wear you out--your secretary said you 


a7 


anted to give you some good news." 


needed your rest~so I won't stay too long. I fh g the dice still clamped in his hand over and over, over and 


Unconsciously, Nick edged away, jittery, tumun, 
over. sil yous good woek’on the Keone trial won't be going to waste. The prosecution and defense worked out 
an agreement. Rather than declare a mistrial and start all es aches rab nie 

Nick stared ahead, blank-eyed, unblinking, as cracks atin : tiene : : 

Garvey went on, gaahige "te spent the past few days reviewing the trial seria ee, = 
an expert job conducting the case. It'll be easy to finish it up." His voice weree for 0 i s uae Hi ios 5 pal y 
what happened to you, and I hope they catch the bastards who.... But I don't want to oa ane A ne d, 
brisk and proud. "I'll do right by you, Nick. I promise you I'll render the verdict you sho ave. 

Nick twitched, went out for a second, came back trembling. The dice fell from his hand, rolling across the 

ding in the square reading "Go To Jail.” ; 
Mee aes eee = eee "Game denen?" He leaned over the board, reading the roll of the dice. "A 
five. Might be your lucky number, Nick.” He moved the token for him, around to Boardwalk. 

Nick froze. 

Five. Lucky number. ; : 

The glass wall cracked. Nick blinked, breath stilling with the sudden click of memory, pieces of a puzzle 
snapping together. 

Garvey frowned at him, for just a fleeting second. "You're not looking too well-do you want me to call 
a nurse for you?” 

He managed to shake his head, indicated with erratic hand gestures that he was all right. 

"Then I'd better go." Garvey patted him on the shoulder, then winked, warm and friendly and avuncular. 
"I promise I'll take care of your bench until you're able to come back. Until then..." He gave him a thumbs-up from 
the doorway, "Best of luck to you.” 

Garvey left. 

The glass shattered. 

Waking memories began to spill, to coalesce. The words were so close... He knew. He had to say. 

Kelly came back—five minutes or two hours later, he didn't know--trailing the smell of fast-food grease from 
the paper bags in her hand. "I got you a Big Mac and ajumbo fries, Nick. That okay?” She fished into the second 
bag. "And a strawberry shake and an apple pie." 

He touched his throat, blinked again, eyes filling. Kelly went on, chattering obliviously, dumping the 
inedible hospital food from the platter and instead setting out their dinner. 

Have to say.... try, Nick, try! 

His first sounds were alien. His words caught on the shards of broken glass, emerging as mangled and 
shattered as he was. "Huh-him. It w-w-was...him!" 


"Nick! Oh my God!" She dropped the bag and went to the arm he extended to her, hugging him. "I knew 
you would be okay--you can talk--" 

"K-k-k-kelly."" He struggled for self-control as the escaping tears threatened to rob his newly-recovered 
power of speech. "L-listen t--to me. It w-was huh-him. Quinn G-garvey. He d-d-did...." He sat up, pushed her 
away, threw back the blankets. The room spun. "I huh-have to g-g-get out of huh...huh...Aere.” For a moment, 
the recovered words winked away again; in desperation, he caught her hand, mutely begging, and held it to his heart. 
She snagged a Kleenex and dried his face with it, leaned down and pressed his cheek to GB breast, soothing him 


until at last the words fluttered back. "Huh-help me. We huh-have to s-s-stop him n-now, before..." he swallowed, 
"it's t-t-too late.” ° ao 


eee 


dog ns eaten they don't want people checking out against doctor's orders.” Gibs shifted the pillows 
around on Nick's futon, trying to make him comfortable. "You don't look so ied acmnien ticee 

Tylenols like they're M & M's." youre popping 
He washed the half-dozen pills down with Seven-U 


d-doctor wouldn't g-g-give me a puh...p-prescription for P swigged through a straw and nodded, trembling. "The 


pain k-killers. Th-thought that would keep me in the 
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huh...huh...hospital." A distant smile chased across his compressed lips. "Wrong." 

"Drink some of this." Moon slipped an arm behind his shoulders, lifting him, and pushed a wineglass 
against his lips. "Sissy chablis. Pretty mild but it might help take the edge off.” 

"Yeah." He sipped and swallowed until it was gone, gestured for more, and had Moon cut it with the 
Seven-Up. "M-moon's Medicinal Wine C-c-coolers. M-maybe you should market th-these—b-bring in more c-c- 
customers than that d-d-damn Monopoly t-t-tournament." 

"Hey, Nicky, don't knock my games." Moon looked personally affronted. "It's what brought you back." 

He blinked, then sank back, closing his eyes and wiping at them with the heel of his hand. "Yeah. I kn- 
know.” 

Kelly plopped down on the futon, wrapped her arms around him and shifted his head to her lap, her fingers 
seeking his temples. He relaxed, regaining the control and concentration he needed. 

"Well, boss." Gibs' query sounded as normal as it had during any of the dozens of other plans they'd made. 
"What do we do now?" 

"We huh-have to g-get G-g-garvey off the b-bench before he c-c-can rule." 

"We could always try his way." 

Nick silenced Moon with a glare. "Th-that's not our w-way." He went on. "K-k-keene must huh-have 
owned him for y-years, and n-no one ever knew." Rulings from Garvey's courtroom that only in retrospect seemed 
odd tweaked at the back of his mind, but he dismissed them for now. "W-we c-c-can't let him get away with f- 
finding not g-g-guilty.” 

Kelly's voice rose with anger. "We can't let him get away with what he did to you." 

"Can't you just file charges?" Gibs broke in. 

"N-no. I'd n-need more proof th-than just m-my accusation. Who'd b-believe me? Everyone th-thiriks I'm 
n-n-nuts already--'specially after ch-checking out of the huh-hospital..and...". He gulped, pressed two trembling 
fingers briefly against his lips, as if testing, "huh-how I'm t-t-talking." 

"Hey, at least you are talking.” 

He compressed his lips, Gibs' interruption of his train of thought had dashed the words away again. Great, 
Nick. You'll sound real impressive making your case in court. He breathed deeply and concentrated. "I c-can't 
interrupt the t-t-trial the s-state I'm in without c-c-concrete evidence. Th-they'll think I'm b-babbling--out of m-my 
head. I know it w-was huh-him...but huh-how c-c-can I p-prove it?" 

"If you only knew where he took you," Moon mused, "there might be some evidence." 

Kelly's voice was quiet, cajoling, "Do you remember anything about it?" 

"C-c-could've been anywhere. I r-remembet...afterwards...w-we drove for a while....huh-hills. Th-th-then 
we huh-hit the freeway...l-long ride." He shook his head. "N-no...nothing."” 

"Anything else, Nick? Concentrate." Her fingers slowly massaged his temples, her gentle touch the 
antithesis of pain. 

"Did you feel anything out of the ordinary?" 

He snorted. "N-no, G-g-gibs, it's really n-normal to be t-t-tumed inside out b-by a p-pair of goons." 

"Sights, sounds?" Moon urged. 

"D-didn't see a th-th-thing--I was b-blindfolded the whole t-t-time.... But...s-sounds..." He closed his eyes, 
focussing, trying to call forth another image from behind the shattered wall. Sound of the wind....chiming.... 

“W-windchimes...." 

A pleasant memory triggered; a wedding, duty calling him to the celebration, Quinn's marriage to Stephanie. 
The reception in the backyard of the Malibu home Quinn had bought for his new bride. 

Windchimes on the deck. Quinn had laughed every time someone had commented on their chaotic, breeze- 
tossed melodies. "Steffie's collection. She's just like a little girl—likes bright, jingling things." 

"Huh-his house." His pulse hammered hard behind his eyes. You think you know someone.... "It w-was 

his house.” 
Moon's usually jocular manner had never seemed so lethal, his face set like granite. "Then let's do 
something about it.” 

Nick nodded; it seemed as if only Kelly's arms around him were keeping him anchored and sane. Too 
much coming back... 

He swallowed and managed, "G-g-gibs, Moon, g-go t-t-take alook around. D-don't touch anything. S-see 
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-pictures of anything that looks like it m-might prove he huh-had 


w-warrant.” 
Jution Polaroid in the van with an infrared flash 


if there's any evidence. If you c-can, t-t-take puh 

me. If there is, I'll f-f-figure out s-some way to get a search 

Gibs was already on his feet. "I've got a high-reso 
attachment." 

i ny id: h Pad : Z 

epee aah eonksien # need it. L-literally. K-k-kelly.” He began to sit up. I w-want you 


t-t-t re stay right here with you." She pushed him inst oe then placed her finger under his chin and tipped 
es. "Understand, Marshall?" d 

oe Hie eataahad » eon His eyes darkened with frustration and annoyance. "I d-d-don't n-need a k-k- 

keeper.” : : 
a "Too bad. You've got one anyway.” She waved away Moon and Gibs, who with nods of their Ne headed 

out the door. The sound of the van's engine racketing through the night echoed in the alley outside o ans mien 

later as they pulled away. "See?" Kelly grinned at him. "Let the rest of the troops take care of things. We've got 

it all under control. And now...I want you to get some sleep." hie 

"C-can't." He shifted, wincing, and caught a shuddery breath. "I'm t-t-too wired. fatiw . 

"Just give it a try, okay?" She patted his hand, her smile vanishing as she touched him. "My Ged, you're 
freezing." She swathed him more closely in the striped cotton comforter across the futon. "Why didn't you say 
something?" 

He looked down and away, fists tightening at her words. 

She spoke softly, her hand tangling through his tumbling hair. "You don't let anyone take care of you. 
I wish you would." 

"L-leave me alone, K-k-kelly.” His broken voice went rougher. "Don't p-push it. I'm n-not in the m-m- 
mood for huh-hassles t-t-tonight.” 

She stared at him silently for a long moment, shaking her head, then stood up and walked around the 
confines of the loft, taming down the blazing lights and in their stead lighting several candles. "Why won't you ever 
let yourself be weak?" 

"B-because...." His reply was almost inaudible. "I'd n-never be st-st-strong again.” 

"You are strong, Nick." She knelt beside the futon, bending over and embracing him, pressing close to 
his chest to hear beneath denim shirt and bandages the beating of a heart that had stopped, then come back. "The 
doctors said if you weren't you'd have died in the desert. Use that strength now to let yourself go." 

He drew another ragged breath, his brow knotting with anxiety. "B-but it huh-hurts.” 

Her voice was low, her touch gentle as her fingertips grazed over his forehead, easing away the tense 
furrows. "It won't hurt while you're sleeping.” 

"I n-need s'more pills." He moved jerkily, reaching for the bottle still on the table, then fell back with a 
sick groan. 

"More will make you sick. Shhh. Stop breathing so fast. You're going to hyperventilate. Slow down. 
Concentrate." Her fingers stroked through his hair. "Send it away. You don't hurt. Breathe in." 

He watched her cautiously, then at last pulled a slow breath in rhythm with her instructions. She nodded 
encouragement. "That's good. Now breathe out. In. Out." 
et He swallowed. "You d-don't know huh-how g-good air t-t-tastes until you c-c-can't get enough ofit. You 
j-j-just don't know...." 

"Shhh. Be quiet. Concentrate. In. Out." 

He fixed on the nearest candle, on the small flickerin : i 
light corting goléstiel tnelintliniaiglihin Utep:bevlen eve g flame that glowed on the table beside the bed, its 

Her voice was almost hypnotic. "Send it all away, Nick. Breathe. Slowly. In. Out.” He caught the 
thythm, felt it release him, sending him to another place. She was Tight. In the heart of the candle flame, ma was 


no pain. 
The image shimmered, divided, then fragmented, to his tired eyes sale . ‘ 
: sect si as : > ulti th 
bright, twinkling pinpoints of light. "...Like stars..." he murmured, ‘nd fell xi ee 


we 
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"Nick." Kelly leaned close, whispering in his ear. "Gibs and Moon are back.” She touched his shoulder, 
shaking him lightly. 

He came awake with a strangled, half-voiced cry, his eyes for a moment fearful and his body shaking. 
Disorientation twisted his speech until his first few attempts at words were incomprehensible. "Kuh...k-k-kelly...w- 
w-where....?" 

"Right here, Nick. You're home. In the loft." Kelly's hand closed around his groping fingers. ; 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Oh." He sat up slowly, rubbing at his eyes as cognizance 
returned. "S-sorry--a n-new variety of n-n-nightmares.” He forced his concentration to snap to. "Huh-how'd it g- 
go?" 

Moon shrugged. "Real easy. Nobody was home and we aced the alarm system. You'd think some of those 
Malibu homes would have better security.” 

"Good for us that it didn't." Gibs was dealing out Polaroids like a deck of cards. 

"What huh-have you g-got, G-gibs?" 

"Not too much—he's not a pro but he's smart. He's probably already unloaded most of the incnminating 
stuff. I snapped anything that looked suspicious." As Nick craned over the array, Gibs added with concem, "Hey 
man, I hope none of this upsets you too much.” 

"Little l-late f-for th-that....". He blinked, trying to remain dispassionate as he picked up the Polaroids, 
looking at them one by one as Gibs provided a narration. 

"In the trash we found a suit jacket your size, all torn up. Navy blue. Thought the tailoring was kinda bad 
80 we weren't sure it was yours—hey, just kidding.” He got serious again. "There was a steel table in the tool shed, 
covered with what looked like rust stains until we got closer. Then, inside, in his den on the desk...could this be 
your briefcase?” 

"D-don'tknow. M-mine looks 1-like a lot of th-them d-down at the c-c-courthouse.... Damn!" He pounded 
his thigh in frustration. "N-not enough.” He picked up the final Polaroid, stabbing at its glossy surface with his 
fingertip. "W-w-what's all th-this?” 

"Gibsy fired the camera off by accident when we were poking around. Huh, Gibs?" 

"It's just a lot of papers.” 

"Not j-just p-papers....c-c-computer paper. D-d-don't th-they look like....t-t-trial transcripts?” 

"You'd know more than we would," Moon pointed out. 

"Huh-he's b-been doing his r-research on the K-keene c-c-case. G-guess huh-he had to invent al-l-loophole 
to f-find not guilty." He started to set the photo down, then suddenly bent over the Polaroid, scrutinizing it more 
closely. "Th-there's s-s-something written on one of th-them. S-see that?" He pointed to a fuzzy black smear on 
one of the sheets. "S-someone g-get m-me a magnifying g-g-glass.” 

Dimly visible were the notes he'd made with Sam's black Sharpie pen a scant five minutes before he'd been 
snatched from his chambers ten days before. A wash of cold swept over him at the realization. "Huh-he's b-been 
using my c-c-copies.” He closed his eyes, trying to think clearly through the pain and exhaustion. "Huh-he t-told 
me earlier t-today he'd been p-p-preparing to assume the c-c-case, reviewing t-transcripts. B-but all he huh-has are 
m-m-mine. I huh-had them with m-me when I w-was abducted." He remembered swinging, briefcase snatched from 
his hand; the knuckles of two fingers were still swollen from how violently the handle had been jerked from his 
grasp. "If th-those are th-the only ones he's huh-had t-t-to review the c-c-case by....". He pulled away from Kelly's 
supporting arms. "G-get me the ph-phone.” 

Directory assistance had the number, he stabbed it out on the keypad with a shaking hand, then waited, 
nervously tapping his fingers while it rang. "S-sam? It's N-n-nick. Sorry t-to c-c-call so 1-I-late....yeah, I c-can talk 
again....it's great. I'm huh-happy you're happy. Listen, S-sam, this is v-v-very impuh...impuh...important. D-did 
you pull t-t-trial transcripts for Judge G-garvey?” He listened for a moment, nodding. "Not at all? He didn't p-p- 
put in a r-request with anyone? Um-hmm... n-not as f-f-far as you know, huh? C-c-can you ch-check it out f-for 
me? G-great. Th-thanks.” 

Nick pounded a triumphant fist on the table, eyes glowing. "G-got him.” 


aa 
Sam picked him up the next moming a little before nine AM. "I'm not so sure this is a good idea, Nick." 
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She eased him into the passenger seat of her import compact, he sucked in his breath as he tried not to bump his 


arm again against her gear shift. "Are you positive of everything you told me?" 

"S-gam, 1 wouldn't b-b-be doing th-this if | w-w-wasn't." 

"This can't be the best way to do this.” She slid behind the steering wheel, turned the key and pulled away 
from the curb. 

"] d-d-don't huh-have time for anything else--c-c-court . 
going to render a real quick v-verdict if 1 d-don't stop huh-him. 
you w-with m-me? I n-need your huh-help.” 

"You know I am, Nick." 

"Good." He closed his eyes, drifting, 


tarts at t-t-ten and I huh-have a f-f-feeling he's g-g- 
He leaned back in the bucket seat. "N-now are 


until her hand on his shoulder after the car had stopped brought him 


back. 

"We're here, Nick. I parked in Handicapped so you woul 
if I get towed?” 

"C-c-case d-dismissed,” he deadpanned. "L-let's go.” 

She straightened his tie and rearranged the suit jacket slung over one shoulder. "Ready for court, Judge 
Marshall?" 

"Question is, is c-c-court ready f-for me?" He caught Sam's arm to steady himself, every step he took a 
good hurt that propelled him forward. "C'mon." 


dn't have to walk too far. Will you waive the fine 
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Judge Garvey rifled through the stacks of trial transcripts at his elbow, then addressed the crowded 
courtroom. From the defense table, Keene gave him a smug glance which he refused to acknowledge. "As you are 
all aware, the conclusion to this trial has been most unusual. I do thank both the prosecution and defense for 
agreeing to accept my judgment in this case, rather than, in the absence of the original presiding judge, tuling for 
a mistrial and thus beginning this lengthy and expensive process all over again. After careful review of all the 
evidence presented in this courtroom before Judge Marshall, I find that I can only rule, in the matter of the State 
ve. Keene, not--" 

"Garvey!" The doors at the rear of the courtroom burst open as Nick reeled through them, his gait up the 
center aisle awkward, hobbling. 

"Judge Marshall?" Garvey's smooth voice belied any surprise. "What are you doing here? Shouldn't you 
still be...resting?” 

He pushed back a lock of hair that had tumbled over his forehead, steadying his shaking nerves with the 
simple gesture. "I'm p-presenting papers to the D.A., ch-charging you with ob-obstruction of justice...c-c- 
conspiracy...k-kidnapping and...." His mouth worked, dark eyes feverbright with intensity. "At-attempted m-murder 
of a Superior Court j-judge." 

"I beg your pardon?” 

"Y-you know what I'm t-t-talking about.” 

"Nick, this isn't real smart." Horton placed a hand on his forearm, trying to lead hi Tig ou want 
to sit down? Have a glass of water? Let us call your doctor and~" Irritated, Nick set nea 4 Sy him 
away. 

"Judge Marshall." Garvey's tone held the patronization with which one addressed the feeble-minded. "You 
of all people should be aware that such behavior inside a courtroom is highly irregular. Now you've been under 
a great deal of stress due to your unfortunate incident. This preposterous accusation can nl And fan f your 
mind. Aren't you on a great deal of medication?” ame a garam ald 

"N-not nearly as m-much as I'd 1-li i 
from ruling against K-k-keene. He Siti pris hepa bre le pee: pba . a 
attention, his expression betraying nothing. "You've b-b efendant, Keene was watching him with fierce, frozen 

© b-been working t-t-together for y-years, huh-haven't you?” 


Garvey's eyes narrowed. "Watch ; 
damage or not." your mouth, Nick. I can sue you for slander for these accusations, brain- 


"He's not brain-damaged." Sam's angry interjecti i 
gratitude. All eyes were still on him, curious, siamese was fiercely protective. Nick tossed her a look of 
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"Huh-he wanted you to g-g-get huh-him off, d-didn't he? Easy w-when you were s-s-sitting on the b-bench- 
-but n-now th-that you've r-retired it's gotten a lot m-more c-c-complex....” 

"Don't listen to him. This is all the fiction of a injured mind. And you were on life-support for a day or 
two, Nick, weren't you? That does things even to a normal mind. Bailiff!" He waved the court officer over. 

"Please remove him!" 

"N-no!" Nick held up his own hand, and the bailiff paused in his approach, as if unsure of who to obey. 
Nick seized the opportunity, his words escaping in a furious, stammering rush, gaining strength as he plunged on. 
"You d-d-did this to m-me, G-g-garvey, and I c-c-can puh...puh...prove it!" Further words snagged and he found 
himself gasping impotently to bring them out. "D-d-damn....” 

"Easy, Nick," Sam whispered, her fingers tightening on his elbow. "Slow down." He swallowed, nodded, 
composed himself. Too important to blow—he couldn't let them continue to believe he was a mental case. 

"All right then, have your moment if it will make you feel better." Garvey's voice had the same irmitating, 
patronizing lilt of half the people who had paraded through his hospital room over the past week. "How can you 
prove it, Judge Marshall? It's very hard to prove a fantasy.” 

"N-no f-f-fantasy, Garvey." He made himself walk straight, tall, approaching the bench like the hotshot 
prosecutor he'd once been. 

The stack of transcripts was within reach. He stretched out his arm, touched the top sheet, and asked, "W- 
what are th-these, J-judge Garvey?” 

Garvey's eyes flickered for a moment before hardening, as he explained the obvious. "These are transcripts 
of the trial currently being heard.” 

"And w-where did you g-g-get them?" 

"Prior to assuming the bench to render the decision on this case, I had copies prepared." 

"C-c-copies?” He tumed to where Sam still waited at the back of the room. "S-sam, did you c-copy them 
for huh-him?" 

"No, Nick. I didn't.” 

"D-did you ch-check the logs and s-see if th-there was any request for t-t-transcripts put through?” 

"Yes I did. Just this morning, like you asked. Here they are." She held up the paperwork. 

"And?" His mouth worked. 

"There are no records of anyone printing, Xeroxing, or otherwise reproducing copies of the trial of the State 
vs. Keene, other than those which were generated for you, the last of which were issued the night of April 8." 

"K-ken.” Nick flagged the D.A. over. "You'll w-want t-t-to look at th-these." Bug-eyed, Horton took 
them, quickly reviewing them at half-attention as he tried to follow the disruption. 

Garvey tugged his tie away from his neck, dabbed at a bead of sweat tracking his cheek. "I tell you I 
received copies.” 

"F-from?” Nick coaxed. "I'm w-w-waiting." 

"I'm only here temporarily--I don't know the name of the staffer who arranged to have them copied for me." 

Nick nodded, his fingers shuffling through the stacks of paper. "If these are c-c-copies, J-judge, th-then 
why is m-my huh-handwriting all over th-them?"” He found what he was looking for, the sheet with bold black 
notations in his own familiar scrawl, and held it up. Garvey blanched. To his satisfaction, he heard Horton's 
amazed gasp, saw the bailiff edge closer to the bench. 

"Your office. I got them from your office." 

"| d-don't think s-so. I huh-had my b-briefcase with me when I was k-k-kidnapped, and the t-t-transcripts-- 
these t-transcripts—were in it.” 

"Can you verify this, Sam?" Horton's voice cut into the sudden, nervous silence. 

"] was there when he packed them up. And he never leaves without his briefcase. That's how I'm sure he's 
gone.” 

Nick felt suddenly woozy; the courtroom was spinning like a carnival ride, the swirling gray of encroaching 
oblivion darkening the edge of his vision. He stepped back, reaching behind, and tightened his gnp on the comer 
of the prosecution's table and held on. So close—don't lose it now.... "K-k-ken, is th-this enough for you to issue 
a s-s-search w-warrant for Judge Garvey's huh-house? I think you'll f-find...." He blinked rapidly, fighting the 
dizziness memory forced on him. "Other th-things, if you 1-look huh-hard enough." 

"It's more than sufficient. I'll have one processed immediately." Considering the unexpected tum of events, 
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Horton was rising to the occasion with more than usual alacrity. : , 
Garvey ne suddenly, nervous sweat sheening his face, and tamed to point at Keene belies the defense 
table. Desperation piqued his voice. "It was him. He was responsible. I'll tell Peat hag pa ir 
Keene rose, snarling, lunging forward. "You lying bastard—I told you I ag i Peace hace th 
Nick's voice cut through the chaos. "Is th-th-this an in-court c-c-confession, g-gentlemen ope the 
st-st-stenographer is g-getting all of th-th-this.” sa, a 
Abruptly, they silenced, fury and betrayal vibrating between them. ie 4 , a 
Nick swallowed, refusing to yield to the dizziness that wanted to steal his triumph. uci an b-b 
both.” His eyes pierced Garvey's as the bailiff stepped behind the bench and rae " ee, 3 I = 
in in c-c- --f- ide of the b-bench. J-justice may be b- » out... ag sUDvEry logs 
en eae rced the last of it out from between gritted teeth. 


began to buckle. "B-but it c-c-can see in th-the d-d-dark." He for : nig ‘ eo » 
He swayed, head lolling as his body heeled to one side, his fingers releasing their iron gp on the edge o 


the table. The last thing he saw as a cold sea washed him away into blessed blackness was Horton grabbing to catch 


him. 
Of course the man missed. 


ae 


There were enough "Welcome Back", "Get Well Soon" and "Sorry About Your Accident” cards in his 
chambers to stock a Hallmark, not to mention a banner signed by the entire courthouse staff, a large glass bowl of 
gumdrops languishing under a wrapper of cellophane imprinted "For You In The Hospital", and even a few 
bouquets. He shook his head at the display and tried to concentrate on the day ahead. 

"] like your new glasses." Sam hovered in the doorway, as if, after a month of serving a series of 
temporary judges, she was unsure of her position with the retuming Judge Marshall. 

Nick peered up through them at her, regarding her with his clear, unblinking gaze. "They're exactly the 
s-same as the old ones." 

"| guess so." She edged into his office. "Need some help? 

"No. I've been getting along p-pretty well by myself." He took his robe from the rack and began to 
carefully work himself into it. 

She ignored him, crossing the room to help him slide his still-immobilized left arm into the robe's wide 
sleeve. "You should've taken another couple of weeks off. We've been getting along okay without you.” 

"I was b-bored. You can only read so many torts and watch so m-much late-night TV." 

"How's the arm?” She gave it a soft pat as she positioned it in the black silk sling now draped around the 
outside of his judge's robes. 

He flexed stiff fingers. "Better. The c-cast comes off in two more weeks. But it'll be a while before I'm 
p-pitching for the fifth district softball league again.” 

"And..." She made a vague, embarrassed gesture toward her mouth. 

"The words? I'm okay. The speech th-therapist released me from further treatment—said it was a temporary 
aftereffect of trauma, caused by my ‘coping mechanisms'." He shrugged as he fastened his robes. "I g-get a little 
tongue-tied when I talk too fast, so she told me to s-slow down. Same as you did." 

She smiled, her demeanor easing. 

f: an ue away eH own." ne cette twitched. "Probably about the same time the c-cast comes off. In 
e meantime, for once Horton won't be the only one fumbling throu: i pair.” 
He sorted through the pile of folders on his jek: "What at dare era a 
_____, “They wanted to make it easy for you on your first day back, so...they transferred the arraignment of the 
Lingerie Bandit’ to your rare geo With one arched brow he silently inquired for more details. She failed to hide 
sha! ee pl You know. The guy who tried to rob a bank dressed in nothing but a camisole and tap 
pualy heap He oe his we "My favorite for a M-monday. A matter of life, death--and fashion.” He 
ound the file, flipping it open and scanning it quickly. "Thanks i : 
nodded, slipping away with her silent prev aadity : > Sam. Tell the b-beiliff Fl be right out." She 
He paused, eying the arrangement of bronze chrysanthemums on the comer of his desk, reaching for the 
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card. Even before he opened it, from the comic pair of fuzzy dice decorating the basket, he knew who it would be 
from. 

Hey Judge Marshall, break a leg arm. 

Kelly 

Gibs 

Moon 

He could almost hear them laughing. "You guys sure have a s-sick sense of humor.” A reluctant smile 
tickled at the comer of his mouth as he walked out of his chambers on the way back to his courtroom. "And I d- 
don't think I'd have it any other way.” 

It's good to have friends you can count on. 
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NIGHT FLIGHT 


A Vignette Sequel to "Roll the Dice" 


When he moved wrong, he still hurt. ; ; ; 

Nick Marshall groaned and winced as he stood up from the futon, pressing his hand to the small of his 
back. His doctor had said to expect months of transient muscle spasms from the aftereffects of the beating as his 
body healed. His own personal definition of "months" had been "as little time as possible past thirty days", and it 
pissed him off to have to add even more time to what he felt had become an unreasonably long period of 
recuperation. 

: He adjusted the ace bandage around his left forearm, working a finger under the edge where it had been 

wrapped a little too tightly. The cast had come off only that afternoon, two months almost to the day since he'd 
been.... He mentally shifted gears, feeling the shiver of inner disturbance gather like a cloud bank. Since it had 
been put on. The orthopedic surgeon had told him, as Nick had stared at the scarring from what his endless 
insurance forms described as a "surgical reduction" and prodded the lax muscle beneath, how lucky he was that it 
was such a "good" break and had healed so well. 

It made him wonder just what a bad break would have been like. 

Xeroxed sheets of the physical therapy drill he was supposed to follow were strewn over the table from 
where he'd been looking over them, wondering if it really would take up to six months to regain his former strength 
in his damaged arm. If that were the case...well, there was no time like the present to start. Remembering the days- 
-oh, just about two months ago--when he could easily benchpress half his body weight, he shook his head as he 
closed his fist around the minuscule two-and-a-half pound barbell Kelly had loaned him. He held his arm out 
straight, then slowly curled it inward from the elbow. 

"Ow!" Damn--he was surprised and not a little shocked at the amount of effort it took to raise the weight, 
not to mention the shooting pain the simple motion caused. He gritted his teeth and did it again, over and over, until 
sweat was beading on his forehead and his entire arm from fingers to shoulder was tingling with effort. He managed 
to do not quite half the repetitions the rehab cycle had called for before his arm refused to bend any longer. When 
the barbell rolled from his grasp and fell with a thud to the floor, he shrugged—Well, that's it for tonight--and rubbed 
his arm until it had almost stopped hurting. 

This was going to be more of a bitch than he'd thought. First his words, and now this.... 

He was on his way back to the futon when the phone rang, and, preferring to monitor, he let the machine 
answer it. It was Gibs, inviting him out for a movie. He almost picked up the receiver, then shook his head and 
instead pretended not to be home. He just wasn't in the mood for the kind of low-budget effects flick that Gibs 
preferred. 

What the hell was he in the mood for, anyway? 

He flicked the answering machine off to avoid any further calls, as well as the sound of his own awkward, 
pre-recorded voice. As short as his current message was, it had taken him a dozen attempts to get the two sentences 
out without stammering. 

Even now, with his kidnapping two months past and much quiet, self-healing in ion si i 
seemed some days a little worse than better. Nobody at court Fetal overtly oa phy saeplonapidelag ae 
a heated exchange between defense, prosecution, and bench that had sent tempers flaring and words flying, he'd had 
to call a brief recess to give himself a chance to settle down. Not that his speech had been coming out so badly 
but because the effort of making sure the words made it from his brain out his mouth in th 
he composed them was making him too stressed to i i ich She 

continue without a break. And the Night Watchmen ignored 


those times when, in the middle of a conversation, he would have to stop and cl i - 
collect his thoughts and start his sentence over. P and close his eyes and, with a deep breath, 


Wasn't that just another part of the healing? 
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But Sam and Kelly both had been pestering him to the point of distraction about going back into therapy-- 
and not just speech, this time. 

If something didn't happen, he didn't think he could ignore it much longer. Those who cared about him 
might be right. 

He had to admit—his friends had been great. They'd made eure that, during those first weeks home from 
the hospital--when he'd been tired and weak and on so much medication he was always either drowsy or giddy--he 
hadn't wanted for anything. Whether it was someone to scrub his bathroom, to cook his dinner, to drive him to 
doctors’ appointments and "dates" with his speech therapist--or someone to hang onto when invisible terrors 
catapulted him awake, screaming, into the night--they'd always taken care of him. Kelly had practically moved in 
for a while, reassuring him that, despite his concern over the state of her finances, her bank account was healthy 
enough for her to take a little break from work. 

And she hadn't slept on the folding bed Moon had loaned the loft for guest use, either. Not that Nick was 
good for anything--and sure enough, the one time she'd called his bluff when he'd teased her about trying, he hadn't 
been anyway—but it was the first time since Sandy had died that he'd curled his body around another woman's while 
he had slept, taking pleasure and comfort in nothing more than the closeness. 

Kinda miss Kelly tonight--maybe I should call her.... 

He shook himself and instead paced the loft, restless as a caged tiger and twitchy from inactivity. What 
he'd missed most during his convalescence was his freedom--his own solitary comings and goings, his independence. 

He hadn't ridden his motorcycle for the entire two months—in fact, he'd only been able to start driving again 
a few days before he went back to work--and missed the sensation of moving like a wraith through the night, free 
as flight, unfettered. With his arm so long disabled--not to mention the way most of the rest of him had felt for 
most of the time--all he'd been able to do was periodically fire it up, revving the engine so that the battery didn't 
tun down while he waited for recovery. 

Wouldn't hurt to do it again.... 

He found his keys and threw on his jacket and headed downstairs. 

Back when all had feared his self had been irrevocably lost, in resignation someone had moved the bike 
into the locked garage and thought to throw a sheet over it. He'd continued to keep it there, still covered, protected 
from settling dust motes and preserved towards a later time. The sheet wafted to the floor like a falling ghost as 
he flicked it off, his thumb automatically stroking over the midnight gloss of the rear fender to rub away a smudge. 
The bike, he noted not without humor, was parked cock-eyed to how it had last been left, and he wondered which 
one of his friends had snuck it out of the garage for a joyride while he'd been laid up. Most likely it had been Gibs 
or Kelly, but he wouldn't discount Moon--or even Sam, considering the way she eyed him on it. 

He stared at the silent Triumph, flexing his fingers and bending his still-twinging arm, then on impulse 
threw his leg over the leather seat, straddling the bike. His heart pumped a little faster, his mouth relaxing into the 
private smile he reserved for solitary, gratified moments. He settled onto the bike, bracing himself against the 
handlebars, pretending with the rush of memory that he soared through the night. 

He would again. 

And now was the time. 

The engine roared to life as he tumed the key, a barrage of sound that echoed through the garage, vibrating 
his body and soul with its power. He closed his eyes, absorbing it, feeling the harnessed energy beneath him as he 
prepared to fly. 

Yes! 

He released the accelerator, breathing deeply as he let the engine idle down. The rush had made him almost 
giddy, but also sent a flutter of anxiety to compress his heart. Maybe he'd grown overly cautious, but...nothing like 
a near-death experience to make one think twice about risky noctumal activities. He dismounted, found and donned 
not only his rarely-worm helmet but his full set of leathers—fitted black pants with chevrons of red and gold 
patterning the line of his legs, the matching quilted jacket, the heavy-buckled boots and snug butter-suede gloves. 
He'd had enough of banged-up, battered and broken body parts to last a lifetime, rather than put himself in danger 
of it again. 

His mouth quirked as he zipped the jacket tight. At least tonight. 

He cruised slowly out of the garage, readjusting to the exhilaration of man on machine as he pointed it 
down the alley, the thrum of its rich bass rumble bouncing off the brickwork. He paused a moment to flick the visor 
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of his helmet up to feel the caress of the cold night breeze on his face, then cut through the backstreet darkness 
toward the garish illumination of the main boulevard. 
Too bright. 
That wasn't what he wanted. ae 4 
He threaded the bike through—past--the ranks of Valley cruisers, piloting expertly, enjoying the long-denied 
sensation of motion as he split the lane, headed for an unknown destination. 
He kept moving. . 3 
He sought the winding side and back roads, leaning through their swooping tums with almost balletic Brace, 
trusting his bike and his instincts. He moved up, into the dark hills, where only the blaze of his highbeams sliced 
the night, where moon and stare above were as brilliant as the lights of civilization spread like scattered gems below. 
It-he--felt good. 
He owned the night. d 
He crested Mulholland from the Coldwater Canyon access, then coasted downhill and cruised over to 
Sunset, pointing the bike west, toward the ocean. At Pacific Coast Highway, he veered north, following the beach 
road, the pounding surf to his left and silent, brush-covered hills to his right. 
An hour into his ride, as he approached the tumoff for Topanga Canyon, he realized where he'd been 
heading. With only a moment's hesitation, he cut the bike into a sharp right. The rear wheel skidded for an instant 
on a spill of gravel, before it fishtailed back into alignment, and he headed up, up the canyon road, into more hills, 
darker and more silent than where he'd passed before. 
Something pulled him, a lodestone that tugged him onward, more powerful than any resistance he could 
have mustered, had he chosen to. He had to go. Now. Tonight. 
Quinn Garvey's house was waiting at the end of his ride, a black and ominous shape silhouetted against 
the night sky. He killed the Triumph's engine as he coasted into the driveway, propped the bike up and dismounted. 
The house was abandoned. A "For Sale” sign impaled the expanse of front lawn, the shingle with the name 
of the real estate agent creaking in the breeze. He understood Stephanie had bailed under the stress of filed charges 
and public scrutiny--not a stand-by-your-man type of gal--but not before sending Nick a letter with a bouquet of 
flowers, expressing in little-girl terms her sorrows and regrets for what her husband had done to him. That, at least, 
showed class. 
He pulled off his helmet and peeled off his gloves, left everything on the seat of the bike, and approached 
the scene of the crime. 
He froze in place on the walkway. Was it here you dropped me, Quinn, left me trussed and shivering and 
struggling for air, while you with your men argued where to abandon me? I remember that again--didn't till now. 
Is that darkness, that stain, the blood I left on your pavement? 
He moved closer, bootheels clacking on flagstones, hearing the unforgettable echoes of footsteps in the 
night. He'd never seen, but the sound was unmistakable. Came in and out through the front door, Quinn, just like 
a guest, just like when I came here for your wedding reception. 
He touched the front door, then quickly veered from it, circling the perimeter of the house and peering 
through half-drawn blinds. What room did you do it in, Quinn? Which one had enough space for a table...three, 
sometimes four other people...everything you used on me? Which had the space to swing a chain? 
Not the living room. It's big enough, but...you wouldn't risk blood on Stephanie's beige carpet. Den's a 
little small, master bedroom a little crowded... 
He swallowed, glad that the fence interrupted his transit of the deserted house. Toward the back, Quinn, 
by the bar, steps from your deck, overlooking the ocean. Your recreation room. That's where. 
Damn you, Quinn. You have no idea what you stole from me. 
He managed to move away, the breeze lifting damp tendrils from the nape of his neck as he tumed. The 
night had gone too cold, his earlier exhilaration vanished in the fog of memory. Why the hell had he come? 
Bad idea, Nick. 
A distant jingling halted his retreat and he spun back, head cocked, listening, until with a crystal whisper 
it came again. 

Windchimes. 

They sang again to him, as they had that night. 

He went back to the fence and somehow, in one easy move, surmounted it. 
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Shapes dangled from the bridge of the redwood decking, random constructions moving and swaying in the 
darkness—heavy triangles of weathered brass like landlocked sails; thick shafts of dried bamboo in a ring; tin 
cowbells, a Calder-goes-country mobile--adding their darker and deeper notes to the fey tinkling that drew him. He 
moved past, toward the small, delicate arrangement hung near the recreation room window at the far end of the deck, 
little shapes spinning bright as shards of glass in the night breeze. 

It was no cheap, tacky tourist ware, like those sold in discount Oriental import shops. The windchimes' 
narrow glass rectangles were fine but strong, their exact edges beveled, surfaces tuned like crystal and each expertly 
painted with tiny scenes with a touch as delicate as sumi-e. 

He stared at them, frozen, suspended, until their spinning shapes blurred before him into indistinguishable, 
coruscating flashes of light against deeper blackness, like a beautiful evil. Fists jammed into his jacket pockets, he 
closed his eyes, and listened, and relived. 

When his trembling stopped and he at last came back to himself, he reached up and lifted them down from 
their hook, turning their delicate tinkle to a frantic chatter as if they protested his theft. Then he bundled the chimes 
into a small heap, shoved them into his jacket pocket, and left. 
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Waves crashed below on the white span of beach, their curl phosphorescent under the light of the full moon. 
Nick cut the power to the bike and coasted to a stop at the edge of the tor, staring out toward the almost 
imperceptible division at the horizon separating sky from sea, thinking. 

He climbed off the Triumph and heeled it over on its side in the sand-scrubbed dirt at the top of the cliff, 
then sat down, cross-legged, as if meditating. He withdrew the chimes from his pocket, holding them up toward 
the moonlight, their sounds muffled by both the sudden stillness to the air and the tangled silk cords that now bound 
them into a random arrangement. 

They held no threat, no reminders, now. 

Piece by piece, he dismantled the set, very carefully undoing each knot and laying out each small rectangle 
of glass as he detached it into a pattern like a starburst arrayed before him. 

Apart, their voice was silenced. 

Inside, as he pitched what was left of the tangled cords and bamboo suspension rings over the edge of the 
cliff, he felt himself come together. 

A sign caught his eye as he moved: Fine for Littering $500. He shook his head, grinning tightly, and 
pronounced himeelf, "Lawbreaker.” 

A parody of Horton's voice echoed in his head. "Defendant is charged with second-degree willful 
defacement of public property; to wit, the deliberate illegal disposal of approximately ten feet of imported silk cord 
and three wooden rings into the Pacific Ocean. The D.A.'s office does not accept psychological trauma as an excuse 
for such antisocial behavior. What do you have to say for yourself, Judge Marshall?” 

Screw you, Ken. Case dismissed. 

He uncurled from the ground, brushing away dirt and burrs from the seat of his leathers, sweeping one last 
glance over the crystal borealis laid out before him. Leave it for the future Malibu Archeology Club.... 

One piece caught his eye and he bent again, peering more closely at it. The scene on it was tranquil--the 
small painted disc ofa rising sun peeping from behind silver clouds of moming, while above tiny star-dots dimmed. 

Dawn. 

He plucked it from the dirt, fingering its strong smooth surface, then closed his hand around it, nodding 
at both his darkest fears and deepest hopes captured on one slim sliver of glass. 

It took him only a minute to pull free from around his neck the cord that carried a talisman of other times, 
other memories...to undo his last knot of the evening...to slip the freed end through the hole at the top of the 
detached chime, retie and replace it, hidden inside his shirt. Against his chest, the crystal dangled, at first cold, then 
gradually catching the heat of his body and warming, until at last he knew it only as a subliminal presence. 

He righted the bike, pointed it downhill, and at last headed home, his ride complete. 


ak ok 


29 


A familiar car waited outside his loft, and, inside, a familiar blonde, glaring and aggrieved. 

"Where the hell have you been?" 1 

He tossed helmet and gloves down, onto the table, barely acknowledging her. "Did I order ld stakeout an 
myself, Kelly? Refresh my memory." He propped one foot up on a crate, unbuckled his boot and kicked it off. 

"Nick." . : 

The other boot immediately followed the first, clunking to the floor. He hated it when she wriined at him; 
even more so when he deserved it. "There was some business to take care of that I didn't realize I had. 

"At midnight? On your motorcycle?” icine 

"Yeah." He unzipped his jacket and draped it over one of the kitchen stools, then peeled his shirt off over 
his head. As he fumbled with the snap at the waistband of his leathers, he noticed that she was watching him strip 
with rapt fascination. Over the past two months, he'd been naked in front of so many people it was a wonder he 
had a shred of discretion left, still, he needled, "Kelly, unless you're dying to find out what a Scotsman wears under 
his kilt, do me a favor and tum around." f 

"Oh!" She started, flushing, and tumed her back, studiously staring away. He unzipped and skinned the 
pants down his legs, kicking them away, then wrapped himself in one of his kimonos before he gave her the all- 
clear. 

As she veered back, by the flash of motion in the mirror across the room he realized that she'd caught more 
than a glimpse of him undressing anyway. He shook his head in constemation, then let itgo. "Why'd you come 
over?" A quick search failed to tum up the slippers Sam had bought him right after he'd come home from the 
hospital, so in stocking feet he padded to the refrigerator. "Want a beer? Or a Coke?" 

"No. We were a little worried about you. We were all trying to reach you all evening but you weren't 
answering." 

"So they sent in the troops." He looked over at his machine, remembering he'd turned it off. "Sorry. Guess 
I just wasn't feeling like Mr. Congeniality tonight." 

"Are you ever?" 

"Sometimes." He tossed back half a cola in one long swig, then put the half-empty can back into the 
refrigerator. 

She made a face at his bachelor gesture, and started into one of her diatribes. "Men-you just can't trust 
them to....". Her voice trailed away. "Wait a minute." Her eyes went wide. "Nick, you're not stammering.” 

He thought about it for a second, then nodded. "I think you're right.” 

She beamed at him, curious and delighted. "Just what did you do tonight, Nicholas Marshall?” 

"Took a little trip, that's all." He tumed down a few lights, suppressing a weary yawn. "Listen, Kelly...it's 
late, I'm tired, and I'm going to bed, so don't expect me to stand on ceremony. You're welcome to stay if you want-- 
the foldout bed's still here, or..." He shrugged. "Your choice.” 

She crossed to him as he settled onto the futon, her brow knit and hand extended toward the center of his 
chest. "That's a weird...thing around your neck, Nick." She touched it, the pressure of her fingertip light and not 
unwelcome against him. "But it's pretty. What is it?” 

He smiled inside as he hit the last of the lights. "Just something I found, Kel. Good night." 
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From the Home Office in Barcelona 


THE TOP TEN SIGNS THAT JUDGE NICK MARSHALL 


10. 


IS STARTING TO LOSE IT 


Weeps during Chuck Nomis films. 


. Asks girls if he can fingerprint them on the first date. 

. Wants to get a 7-foot-tall bald bailiff and do magic tricks on the bench. 

. Showed up at the bar one night, dropped his pants, and yelled, "Moon this!" 
_ Wonders out loud if his nighttime activities are impressing Jodie Foster. 

_ Wears a T-shirt that reads "Born to Disregard Due Process". 


. Keeps human blood in the refrigerator and drinks it (oh sorry, that's a sign that Nick Knight 


is losing it). 


_ Has vowed to "get those bastards" who cancelled Matlock. 
. Two simple words: Nerf gavels. 


. Laugh uncontrollably when he reads the Bill of Rights. 


- Jane Mailander 
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Call Me "Joe" 


She must've been lying. Nick wouldn't have done something like that. a 

Kelly rinsed the glass and set it in the sink, then tumed to lean against the counter and gaze speculatively 
at the man sprawled across the futon, head bent over a thick manilla folder. 

"Nick, can I ask you something?” eras 

"That depends. What is it?" The dark, long-lashed eyes she secretly found so appealing lifted to meet her 
own and he gave her a quick grin. 

"Well...Glenda said..." Her voice trailed away. 

"What?" His interest was piqued now. She could tell by the way he shifted to lean forward. 

Kelly shook her head, attempting to push away the memory of Glenda's taunting, disturbing words... 


"Joe's something else. Did you ever sleep with him?" 
"Of course not!" 

"You should've." Glenda licked her lips. 

"Don't tell me you...you and he..." Kelly's shock was real. 
"He may be crude, but he's a tiger in bed—or out of it." 


"What?" he repeated. 

"Why did you do it?" 

"Do what?" 

"Sleep with her.” 

He looked surprised, as if she had asked a foolish question. "I had no choice--not if 1 wanted to maintain 
my cover." 

"I guess not." She hesitated. "Did you enjoy it?" 

"She certainly didn't. I think the woman's frigid.” 

"It's just like a lawyer to evade the question.” She gave him a playful wink, then retumed to the dishes. 
"Besides, she claimed she did." 

"She lied." 

"She said you were a tiger." 

"Not me-Joe Laguna." A comer of his mouth twitched. "There's a difference." 

"Yeah. A big difference." Kelly raised her eyebrows and said, only half-teasingly, "I think I'd like to...meet 
Joe Laguna again. Only not in public this time." 

He lay the folder aside and rose. "You want to meet Joe Laguna? All right..." 

His eyes changed first, the quick intelligence within them shifting to another, cruder form of savvy. He 
lifted a hand to brush his hair back from his forehead and, when he lowered it, his face-his expression—had 
changed. He gave her a slow, lazy grin. 

"Hey, baby.” 

Even his voice was subtly different. He was still the Nick Marshall she knew and loved, but he was 2 
stranger too. 

"Joe?" 

"You got it, sugar." He moved toward her with a rolling, swaggering stride. Bef uess 
his intent, he circled her waists with long, powerful fingers, catching and holding "So Be ad wie um 
Only one reason women want to meet me. You wanna party, huh?" 

He spun, taking her with him, and backed her the few steps to the wall. His hands came up, raising her 
arms and pinning them above her head. "You're a fine woman, Kelly. Bet you think I never eyibea* He settled 
his body against hers, pressing, learning her shape, then abruptly inserting one lean, denim-covered en between her 
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thighs and lifting. She gasped at the sensation. 

"We're gonna have us a real good ride." His mouth came down to cover hers. His kiss was rough, 
demanding, but without brutality. She moaned as he thrust his tongue between her lips. 

He broke the kiss and released her hands--but not her body. Catching the tail of her blouse, he shoved 
blouse and bra upward, baring her breasts. His fingers covered her, kneading, as his knee worked against her. Her 
nipples rose instantly beneath his touch, and she swayed. 

"You're hot, babe." His voice was a breath against her ear, his tongue teasing at the lobe. "You want it, 
don't you?" 

"Nick..." She caught herself. "Joe. You're going too fast. Wait." 

"You want this. Don't try to tell me you don't.” 

"I... Yes. I want it.” 

One hand slid down her body, around to buttock and hip, drawing her leg up and holding it. She balanced 
easily, held motionless by his body against hers, held mindless by the feel of his hands on her body...his mouth on 
the curve of her throat...the hard shaft of arousal pressing urgently against her belly. 

"I've never seen a woman get so hot so fast." 

"I've lo... wanted you for so long," she whispered. She circled his neck with her arms, ran her fingers 
through his silky hair. 

"I'll make it worth your wait." His mouth took hers again. 

Kelly's mind spun. The man kissing her, crushing his body to hers, moving against her in an unmistakable 
thythm was her beloved Nick--friend, parmer, secret love--and yet it wasn't. A very small part ofher soul cried out 
that this was wrong; instantly, it was smothered by the larger part, which knew that this was the only way she could 
ever have him. 

"T want to see you naked, babe." His hands tore at her clothing, skimming off the rumpled blouse, releasing 
and discarding the bra, fumbling with the button and zipper of her miniskirt until she helped him, then shoving it 
and her silk panties downward. 

When he released her and stepped back to look her up and down, her legs almost gave way. "Joe..." 

"God, you're beautiful." He went to one knee before her, wrapped his arms about her hips, and buried his 
face between her breasts. She caught his shoulders for support. "I don't think I can wait much longer." 

Before she could reply, he was nuzzling at her breasts, kissing, licking, sucking. Then he shifted again. 
Kelly caught her breath as his hand slid up her leg, probing. "You're wet," he murmured, inserting first one, then 
two fingers. "And you're tight. Think you can take me, babe?" 

"Yes...oh God...yes!" 

He dragged her down to the floor, his movements urgent, yet gentle. She heard the sound of a zipper being 
lowered, then he was over her, on her, between her legs. He seized her wrists again, holding them out to her sides, 
letting his hands upon hers take his weight as his body moved, seeking. 

She cried out as he entered her with one quick thrust and settled. It had been so long since she'd been with 
a man--she had been disgustingly chaste even before she had fallen hopelessly in love with the one braced above 
her now--that she felt as if her body were stretched almost beyond bearing. 

"You feel so damn good." He began to move, drawing out, thrusting forward to fill her again. "Put your 
legs around my waist.” Mindlessly, she obeyed, locking her ankles behind his firm buttocks. His weight mashed 
her against the hardwood floor, but there was no pain--only the incredible, wonderful feeling of Nick driving within 
her. 

"Come on, baby." His voice was a throaty growl. "Come for me." He thrust harder, deeper, faster. 
"Now!” 

She arched against him, screaming at the force of her orgasm. He rode her, grunting, relentless, and, to 
her surprise, a second, stronger orgasm shook her almost immediately. 

"That's right, baby.” He stiffened, shuddering, his eyes closing, the muscles of his neck cording. Deep 
within her, she felt him pulse as he spilled his seed. 

"Shit." He jerked back to himself, withdrawing and lifting away from her. 

"Joe?" 

For a split-second, Nick Marshall knelt above her, blinking in confusion. Then Joe Laguna grinned and 
muttered, "Dammit, I forgot to get a mbber.” He patted her hip. "I was as hot as you were. You're good.” 
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He rose and crossed the room, jerking open a drawer and pawing through the contents. "Where the hell 
does he keep them?" 

"I have one." Her voice cracked. She had to clear her throat before she could continue. "In my purse. 
Down at the bottom of the blue cosmetic bag.” She hadn't been sure why she'd continued to carry a condom, given 
the state of her love life--hope springing eternal, no doubt--but she was suddenly very glad she had one. 

"All right! We're back in business." He loomed over her, tossing the packet in one hand and holding the 
other out to her. She took it and he effortlessly pulled her to her feet. "How ‘bout a shower? It's big enough for 
two." 


* 


She stared, admiring his firm, lean body, as he stripped off his knit shirt and jeans and kicked them into 
the corner. Remembering the incredible pleasure that body had given her sent a delicious shiver down her spine. 

"You like what you see?" He winked and pulled her against him possessively. The feel of his skin against 
hers, his hands on her buttocks drawing her close, made her dizzy with a fresh surge of arousal. 

"Just you wait, babe. I got a lot more tricks to show you." With a grin, he lifted her into the shower, 
pulled the curtain closed, and reached past her to turn on the water. "Look at this." He positioned her hand and 
bent close to her ear. "He's ready to pump you again." 

The water spraying over them cut off her response. Nick lathered his hands, then began to slide them 
across her body, soaping, fondling, his fingers grazing across her sensitive breasts, sliding between her buttocks to 
caress her intimately. She leaned against him, arms about his neck, surrendering to sensation. 

"Let's do it here.” 

She blinked, staring up at him. His wet hair clung to his skull; damp, spiky lashes ringed laughing 
familiar/unfamiliar dark eyes. She thought he had never looked so beautiful. 

"Like this." He lifted her, then lowered her. Her eyes went wide with shock as she felt him glide easily 
into her. He leaned forward, bracing against the side of the shower, and drew her legs up around his hips. "Now 
just hold on and let me do the work." 

His lips covered hers as he began to move, his tongue thrusting into her mouth in cadence with the thrusts 
between her legs. This coupling was as quick and fierce--and satisfying—as the first had been. 

"You forgot again,” she whispered as he finally slipped free from her and lowered her back to the tile floor. 

"Yeah, I know." His fingers slid into the spot he had just vacated, cleaning and, incredibly, arousing her 
anew. "I won't next time, babe. I promise. It must be what you're doing to me—making me crazy--because I don't 
ever forget." 

The persona slipped. "I don't ever forget," he repeated, his voice low, "because I don't ever forget...her. 
I haven't been able to... Not since... Since she died. Only with Veronica, because she looked like... I could 
pretend... And Glenda...and all the others like her, because I have to sometimes and because...it's never me. / can't. 

I'm not able to...” 

"Nick?" She lay a hand on his cheek. 

He shook himself and grinned, and the moment was past. "Let's dry off and go fuck in a real bed, huh, 
baby?" 


“* * 


He was gentler this time, going more slowly, caressing her with a tenderness which she might almost have 
mistaken for love--if she hadn't known that both Nick Marshall and Joe Laguna were incapable of such an emotion. 


"I like the way you feel next to me, sweetheart." He took her earlobe between his teeth and nipped. 
"You're the best lay I've ever had." 


Some perverse imp made her ask, "Better than Glenda?" 

"Glenda was a whore. She couldn't even come--she had to fake it. She thought I couldn't tell." The tip 
of one finger lightly circled between her thighs, and her breathing quickened. "But you--you're all woman. I'd like 
to fuck you every way there is and then start all over again, but..." His easy confidence faltered. 

"But we only have one night because that's the kind of guy Joe Laguna is," she finished for him. "Lie still 
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and shut up, Joe." 

Pulling free from his embrace, she began to move down his body, her tongue leaving a damp trail across 
his nipples, the light patch of hair in the center of his chest, his flat stomach, navel, and below. He hissed in 
surprise when the tip of her tongue flicked out to caress him. . 

"Kelly..." 

"Shut up,” she repeated, then captured him with her mouth. He began to make a low, keening sound in 
the back of his throat as she took him deeper, using tongue and lips and fingers to bring him to a peak. 

"Don't." He caught her head, forcing her to disengage before she could finish--before he could finish. He 
pulled her up beside him, his member throbbing between their bodies, and clung to her. 

"You're full of surprises, babe," he breathed. He reached out to the nightstand to retrieve, undo, and cover, 
then lightly slapped her hip. "Tur over." 

She obeyed, allowing him to maneuver her into the position he wanted, head down, buttocks raised in 
invitation. She sank her teeth into the pillow as he entered her, then began to thrust in short, sharp movements. 
He leaned across her back, his hand sliding down across her stomach to stroke her just above the spot where they 
were joined. She cried out, spasming against his knowing fingers. 

He stopped and withdrew, laying gentle hands on her hips to tum her again, onto her back. "Kelly... Oh 
God, Kelly..." 

His eyes went even darker as he positioned himself above her and carefully slid inside. She opened herself 
to him, arching, clinging, writhing, as he worked, until his shattering release triggered another of her own. 

He fell upon her, his breathing ragged. For a long time, they lay quietly together, limbs entangled, bodies 
still joined, his weight a welcome burden upon her, his head pillowed on her shoulder. She lifted a hand to lazily 
stroke his hair. 

"I don't think I'm going to be able to walk for the next week,” she murmured teasingly. 

"Kelly..." His chest suddenly hitched and he made a soft, unmistakable sound. She slid her fingertips down 
to his cheek, tracing the path of wetness she was not surprised to find there. 

"Joe?" She shook her head, knowing. "Not Joe-Nick. How long...” 

"T've...been there since... Since we left the shower." 

"] thought it might be you when you remembered the condom." 

"I wanted to stop him...and I didn't want to stop him. I felt like...like some kind of voyeur..." His 
shoulders heaved. "I don't want it to be like this. J want to be able to make love to you—me, not... not him. But 
I can't. I can't..." 

His voice broke, and he brought a hand up to scrub roughly at his face. "I don't want to be tied to a ghost 
for the rest of my life. Goddamn it, Kelly, why can't I forget her?” 

"It's all right. I understand, love. I know." She held him to her breast, stroking his hair as he wept 
helplessly, murmuring soothingly to him until his body relaxed, slipping away from her, slipping into sleep. Only 
then did she ease herself from beneath him. He reached out for her with an incoherent sound but subsided when 
she patted his shoulder. 

Dressed, keys in hand, she paused in the doorway for one final look. He slept sprawled on his stomach, 
arms outflung, lips slightly parted. In sleep, there was no hint of his troubled, tormented soul—only a long, smooth 
expanse of back and buttock and thigh that still had the power to arouse her. 

She crossed the room and covered him with the quilt they had dislodged in their passion, then bent to press 
a light kiss to his temple. 

"Goodnight, Nick." Her lips twitched. "And you too, Joe. Even though there isn't any future in this...thank 
you.” 

Without another backward glance, she left the loft. 
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Justice May Be Blind, 
But 'The Owl" Can See In the Dark 
a Dark Justice/Owl crossover 


"Let me get this straight." Judge Nicholas Marshall leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "You admit that 
no one read the defendant his rights during the arrest." 

District Attomey Ken Horton shifted uncomfortably. "The arresting officer was new. In all the confusion--" 

"No one read the defendant his rights," Marshall repeated. 

Horton sighed. "No, but--" 

"Then you have no case.” He reached for his gavel. Horton's hand shot out to cover his wrist and stop 
him. 

"L'Hiboux was caught walking away from the scene of the murder! He had enough weapons on him to 
supply an army. There was blood on his shirt..." He faltered under Marshall's unyielding glare. 

"Mr. Horton." Marshall's tone was infinitely patient. "Tests have proved that the blood belonged to the 
defendant, not the deceased. Mr. L'Hiboux has the correct permits for all weapons requiring permits--and, although 
a few of his possessions are of questionable nature, none are illegal." He freed his hand. "There is nothing to 
connect him with the crime, beyond his presence in the area. Your evidence is purely circumstantial. I doubt that 
you'd have a case even if he had been read his rights." 

"But...he's the Ow/!" 

Marshall glanced toward the defendant, who sat slouched in his chair, studying the table in front of him. 
"The Owl is a myth, Mr. Horton." He slammed the gavel down. "Case dismissed." 

"Thank you, Judge Marshall." The court appointed defender rose, smiling. 

"Nick..." 

"Don't whine, Ken," Marshall muttered. "I said 'case dismissed." Ignoring both prosecutor and defense 
attomey, he tumed toward the defendant. "Mr. L'Hiboux." 

The man looked up, dark, unblinking eyes locking with Marshall's. "Yeah?" 

"Yes, your honor’,," the defender hissed. 

"Yes, your honor?" 

"I don't want to see you in my court again. Remember, justice may be blind, but it can see in the dark." 

The fall lips curved upward into a grin. "Don't worry, Judge. So can I." 


xk & 


Nick paused at the door to his loft, his nose twitching at the aroma of sausage and onion. "Kelly?" 

"Surprise!" She tumed from the sink and grinned. "Is pizza okay?" 

"What are you doing here?" He dropped his briefcase and pulled off his jacket. 

"Getting ready to have dinner with you. I haven't seen you all week. Things been quiet down at the 
courthouse?" 

"Until today." He draped the jacket across the back of a chair and crossed the room, sniffing. 
"Homemade?" he asked hopefully. 

"My ex-mother-in-law's best recipe. And..." She held up a bottle of wine for his inspection. 

He raised his eyebrows. "That's pretty expensive stuff just to wash pizza down with. Is there an occasion?" 

"Does there have to be?" She set the bottle down and tumed back to the sink. "I'm making a salad. Want 
tomatoes on yours?" 

"Sure." He moved away from the kitchen area before he slid his fingers into his hair to shake it loose from 
the dignified style he adopted for the bench. "Do I have time to change?" 

She leaned over to peer at the timer. "Five minutes. And hang up your coat," she called after him as he 
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vanished into the bathroom. 

"So what happened in court today?” she asked when he returned, clad in wom jeans and a tank top. 

"They brought in the man who was arrested after that shooting over on North Grand last week." He dug 
in a drawer for the corkscrew and gestured toward the wine. "Want me to open it?” 

"Please." She handed it over. "Wasn't the victim that stockbroker you were telling us about? The one who 
had his daughter-in-law murdered?” 

"The one who allegedly had his daughter-in-law murdered,” Nick corrected. "I'd had to let him go two days 
earlier because there was an irregularity in the search warrant. Sam was doing some research for me--I was going 
to suggest we go after him--but he conveniently got himself blown away instead." 

"From the little you told us, he deserved it.” 

"He deserved worse." Nick popped the cork free. "Ready for me to pour?” 

"Any time.” 

He filled the wineglasses and handed one to Kelly. She lifted it in a toast. "To justice.” 

"To justice." He sipped. "This is really good.” 

"It had better be." She set her glass down as the timer chimed and looked around. "Don't you have any 
potholders?” 

"They're in the wash. Use the kitchen towel." He handed it over. 

She sighed and rolled her eyes as she retrieved the pizza with exaggerated care. "So what happened with 
the guy they brought in?” 

"I let him go." Nick drained his glass and refilled it, then moved to the table. 

"Do you think he was innocent?" 

"No." Nick stared into the wine. "I know he wasn't. He killed Addams.” 

She tilted her head in question. "Wasn't there enough evidence to hold him?" 

"Nothing concrete—it was all circumstantial. I let him go on a technicality. If] hadn't had a technicality...” 
He twirled his glass between his index fingers. "I'd have found one." 

Kelly's eyes widened. "Nick..." She sat, placing the pizza between them. "Who is this guy?" 

"Alexander L'Hiboux. The Owl." 

"I thought the Owl was just a legend.” 

"Like the Night Watchmen?" A corer of his mouth lifted, as if at some private joke, then he gestured. 
"Are we going to eat this before it gets cold?” 

"Nick!" She leaned forward. "You tell me you let a murderer go free and then want to just drop it?" 

"No. I just want to eat first. I hate cold pizza." He liberated a slice. "Umm. Extra cheese." 

"Nick!" 

"T'll tell you about him later, okay?" He bit and began to chew. "I promise." 

With a sigh, she gave in and joined him. 


** * 


Kelly dried the last dish and stacked it in place. "Okay, Nick. Time to talk." 

"Got any wine left?" 

She raised the bottle to check. "About a glass. Want to split it?” 

"Sure." 

They settled on the futon, facing each other. Kelly tucked her legs up under her body and leaned back. 
"Why did you let a murderer walk?" 

"Because the guy he murdered deserved to die. And because I owe him.” Nick sipped, then set his glass 
on the floor. "He saved my butt about..." He paused, thinking. "Two years ago. God, has it been that long? It 
was right before we met you." 

"It's been twenty-one months—don't change the subject." She reached out to poke him. "Storytime, 
Marshall." 

Nick shifted to a more comfortable position. "We were doing a scam on a guy named Alton--a drug dealer 
that had been selling to kids. You know the drill-give them a free sample to get them interested and then start 
charging. I had to dismiss the case when the main witness’ mother decided she didn't want her little darling to have 


37 


to appear in court and tell the world about his drug problems. The kid recanted his testimony, and the pusher went 
free." J 

He slid down even more, stretching his long legs out across the coffee table. "We set him up. Everything 
was going according to plan—I was supposed to meet him in back of this warehouse to make a buy, and Moon and 
Gibs were going to show up with one of his major rivals. We'd spent a lot of time convincing these guys that each 
was going to double-cross the other. We were going to sit back and watch the fur fly.” 

He grimaced. "Then it fell apart. The van wouldn't start. While they were trying to figure out what was 
wrong with it, my pusher tumed up. Somehow he'd found out that I wasn't what I was supposed to be..." 


"Hey, man." Nick moved out of the shadows, the duffel bag containing the cash for the buy dangling from 
one hand. "You're early." Priest 

"Yeah, man." Alton's lip curled. His right arm came up, and Nick saw a glint of metal in the faint light 
from the streetlamp. "I'm early--and you're dead." 

"What are you talking about, man?” Nick took a step backward, tensing. 

"Don't try it." Alton nodded, and two other men materialized out of the night. One jerked the bag from 
Nick's grasp and tossed it over to land at Alton's feet. "Take him." 

Before Nick could move, they had caught his arms with quick, practiced movements, holding them straight 
out to his sides, bracing against his elbows so that any attempt to move would snap the bones. 

He's got professionals--I'm in trouble. 

Alton advanced slowly, a nasty smile lifting the comers of his wide mouth. "You a cop?" 

IfI can just stall him long enough, Moon and Gibs will get here. "No, man. I'm just a guy like you, trying 
to make a buck or--" 

Nick saw the backhanded blow coming and tried unsuccessfully to go with it. The gunsight sliced his 
cheek, the impact leaving him dizzy. 

"Try again.” 

"I'm just--" 

This time Alton struck lower, slamming his fist into the area just below Nick's heart. Nick sagged, 
struggling to regain the breath that had been driven from him. 

"If this is a setup, he won't be working alone," the man on his right pointed out. 

"Yeah. Let's waste him and get out of here." 

"Not yet." Alton's voice was low with fury. "He's going to tell me how much he knows~and who he's 
talked to." 

"But--" 

"We're taking him with us. Put him out." 

The man on the left hooked a foot behind Nick's ankle, unbalancing him, taking him down. Nick saw the 
edge of a hand descending, felt a crashing pain across the back of his neck... 


* hh 


"Wake up, you son of a bitch!" 

The icy water snapped Nick back to consciousness. He sputtered, shaking his head and instantly regretting 
it. 

"That's better." A boot prodded his shoulder. "Time for a little chat, Jeffries—or whatever your name really 
is." 

He slitted his eyes open, trying to force his befuddled brain to function. He was lying on concrete-- 
basement? another warehouse?--with his arms bound tightly behind him, his hands already numb. 

This looks real bad, Nicky. 

They yanked him to his feet, shoving him against a cinderblock wall and holding him there when he 
stumbled. He set his teeth and forced his legs to stiffen and support him. 

"Let's start with who you are." Alton's face was twisted with anger, hatred, and fear~a dangerous 
combination. 
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"I told you--" 

"Wrong, answer.” 

The truncheon crashed into the side of his head, destroying his nebulous balance and sending his senses 
reeling. Alton's henchman caught him before he could fall and slammed him back against the wall. 

"Try again.” 

This guy is crazy. I think he's way past believing any lie I might tell him, but it never hurt to try. 

"I'm just a guy who wanted a piece of the action. That's all.” 

"Fucking liar.” 

This time Alton was not satisfied with a single blow. When they eventually released him, Nick went down 
hard. He lay on the floor, moaning, trying to hold on to consciousness, even as he wished he could let go. 

Okay, so maybe it does hurt to try. 

"Who else knows about us?” 

"Nobody." He barely recognized the voice as his own. "I swear. I'm working alone. I just wanted--" 

He felt ribs go with the first kick. He gave up trying to convince Alton of his innocence and concentrated 
instead on trying to survive, ducking his head and rolling from side to side in a useless attempt to escape their fists, 
their boots, and the constant pounding of the truncheon... 


*x* *& 


It hurt too much even to whimper. He lay motionless, taking shallow breaths, savoring the dark and the 
temporary respite from the beatings, wondering where they had gone and what new instrument of torture they would 
bring when they came back. 

I don't know how much longer I can take this. 

Moon and Gibs would never find him in time. They had no idea where he was; he had no idea where he 
was. There was nothing he could do--nothing but endure and pray that he would continue to have the strength to 
keep silent. 

"Had a bad night, eh, buddy?" 

He started at the lightly-accented voice close to his ear. The movement sent every bruise, every cut, every 
cracked or broken bone screaming. 

A hand closed over his mouth, silencing him. "Keep it quiet and maybe I can get you out of here." 

Fingers explored his bonds, then they fell apart, freeing his arms for the first time in... God knows how 
many hours. When he tried to move, he retched with the pain. 

"Can you walk?" 

"No." 

"Didn't think you'd be able to. They did you up proper." As he spoke, the stranger slid a hand beneath 
Nick's shoulders and righted him. Nick clamped his teeth together, unable to hold back a groan. 

"Shoulder," he hissed. "Dislocated." He glanced up, catching a brief, hallucinatory glimpse of impossible 
yellow eyes before the man looked away. 

"Shit. This is gonna hurt like hell then. Think you can handle it?" 

"Have to," he gasped. His head lolled drunkenly to one side. 

He felt a length of rope--same rope they used to tie me up; I can taste the blood--shoved between his teeth. 
"It's a cliche, but bite down on that. If you make any kind of sound at all, I'll have to leave you." 

Nick grunted affirmation and understanding. 

"T'll be as quick as I can." 

His arms were raised and pulled around the man's neck, then he felt himself being lifted. He bit into-- 
through--the rope to stifle a scream. 

His rescuer was rushing through the night as surefootedly as if it had been broad daylight, climbing stairs, 
dodging from shadow to shadow, and at last breaking into arun. Oh God...hurts so bad...let me pass out... 


"We should be safe here." 
A light flickering on above him brought Nick fully back to his senses. He spat out the sodden rope and 
licked dry lips. "Where...?" 
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"A place I stay sometimes.” 

He tried to turn his head, to look around, but the effort was too much. "Who are you?” 

"The Owl." 

He snorted. It hurt. "The Owl’s...a myth.” i 

"Like the Night Watchmen?” The man laughed shortly. "My friends call me Alex. What do your friends 
call you?" 
"Nick." He blinked. "Your eyes. I thought..." The man bending over him no longer had yellow eyes-- 
they were a deep, too-inquisitive brown. "Contacts." 

Alex nodded. "Infrared. Lets me see in the dark. They come in handy sometimes. Like when I'm 
rescuing a Night Watchman.” 

"What?" The pain was getting worse by the minute, dulling his wits. 

"Not just a Night Watchman—the Night Watchman. The man on the motorcycle." He grinned. "I make 
it my business to know the competition—on both sides of the fence." 

"| don't know what you're-" He grunted as Alex shifted him, examining. 

"We've gotta do something about that shoulder. The longer you let it go, the harder it is to put it back." 

"I don't have..my Blue Cross card on me...” 

"That's okay--I don't file insurance claims anyway." He moved Nick's arm experimentally. "Can you sit 
up?" 

He did, with help, but the resulting agony left him lightheaded. "Do you know...what you're...doing?" 

"Yeah. In my business, I have to take care of myself a lot." He caught the elbow in a firm grip. "Hold 
on. It's gonna get a lot worse before it gets better.” 

It did, and, blessedly, the world went away. 


"You're gonna have to stay up so I can get this around you." 

Nick forced himself out of the thick fog of pain and, with a supreme effort, managed to stay upright. 
"Okay." The effort of pronouncing the single word sapped his strength. 

"Bad bruises here. I think you have a couple of cracked ribs." Fingers probed gently at his side, and Nick 
caught his breath. "Maybe broken. I'll tape them too.” 

He sat motionless, biting his lip, as Alex--was he really the Owl?--wrapped bandages around chest, waist, 
and shoulder, cocooning him like some damned mummy, immobilizing half his body. After an eternity, the man 
helped him ease backward onto what he could now see was a narrow cot in a small, windowless room. 

"Shoulder feel better?" 

To his astonishment, it did. The pain was still there, but at least that pain had faded into something 
manageable. "Yeah. Thanks." 

He heard a splash of water, then Alex began to move a damp cloth gently across his face. "Sorry I don't 
have any painkillers to offer you. They don't work on me, so I quit trying to use them." 

"Right," he slurred. "The Owl never sleeps.” 

Alex gave a short bark of laughter. "I guess you make it your business to know about your competition 
too, huh?" 

"I know the..mythos, anyway." He winced as the cloth brushed a particularly sore spot. "How much of 
it's true?" 

"Most of it." He touched Nick's jaw. "Another bad bruise there. You may have some loose teeth." 

"I don't feel...up to checking it out." 

"Brush regularly and see your dentist then." He moved on. "I'm going to put a couple of bandaids over 
this cut to stop the bleeding, but it needs stitches.” 

"Is it tue? You don't sleep?" 

"Yeah. Scares the hell out of the bad guys. I haven't slept for over eight years now." 

"Why?" 

"It's a medical condition." 

Not sure how I know, but I know that's a lie. "How do you...go without sleep...that long?" 
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"] manage. I rest--I just can't fall asleep. Since I can't..." He straightened and dropped the cloth to one 
side. "I use my nights to do other things." 

"Like prowl the city?” 

"Like prowl the city.” 

"Are you really...a vigilante for hire?" 

"Sometimes. Sometimes--like now--I do things just because I want to.” 

"You work alone?" 

"] have friends who help me when I need it. You got friends, Nick? Or did you go after Alton alone?” 

Nick almost answered with the truth but caught himself in time. Still not sure I can trust this guy. "Yeah. 
Stupid of me." 

"Somebody had to do it after that fuckin’ judge let him off.” 

"Had to let him off. The witness..." He let his voice trail away before he could betray himself with his 
own defense. 

"I know. I read the papers—the only kid that was willing to testify bailed out at the last minute. But the 
judge knew he was guilty. He should've found a way to put Alton behind bars." 

"I did... Damn!" Nick swallowed and closed his eyes. The incessant pain was muddling his reason, 
making him babble. 

Alex seemed not to notice the slip. "A man like Alton doesn't deserve to live." 

"Is that...your solution? Kill him?" 

"If I have to." There was a hard edge to the other man's voice, an edge Nick had heard too often in his 
own. "Alton's selling to children. You have a kid, Nick?" 

A different sort of pain swept through Nick. Carolyn! 

"How'd you like to see your kid get hooked on some of the stuff Alton's pushing? See your little girl--or 
little boy--wind up selling themselves on some street comer to pay for it?" 

"I couldn't stand it," he whispered. 

"Jeez, what did thar?" Alex shook his head at the wound revealed when he brushed Nick's hair back. 
"You're lucky you don't have a concussion. You got a son? A daughter?" 

"Daughter. I Aad...a daughter." He felt the last shreds of control slipping away with the pain and 
weariness, felt tears pooling in his eyes. "They were killed...". Words began to spill out, against his will--words 
he hadn't spoken aloud in ages. "My wife...my little girl..my whole /ife... Gone. All because I wouldn't give in. 
I should've been the one. It was meant for me..." 

"How did they die?" 

Fire that seared his soul. Sound that shattered the front windows. Blast that threw him halfway across 
the room. 

"It blew up. Oh God." He tried to curl into a ball, move away from the anguish. Jt feels like they've been 
gone such a long time; it feels like they've only been gone a few days. Why doesn't it get better? 

"What blew up?" 

"My car..." 

Alex started. Nick could feel the sudden tension in the hand cradling his head, could see the dark eyes 
widen momentarily before they shuttered again. 

"Somebody tried to kill you and got them instead?" 

"Yes." 

"And that's why you do this." He took a deep breath, went back to cleaning the blood from Nick's temple, 
and asked in a too-casual voice, "What about the guy who planted the bomb? Did you ever find him?" 

"Yes." 

"What did you do about it?" 

He shook his head, pushing away the too-recent memory of the insanity that had reduced him to their level. 
Below their level. J'm a judge...sworn to uphold the law...should've found another way... "Nothing. I didn't do 
anything." 
"You're lying. What did you do about it?" Alex's tone was insistent, demanding an answer. Nick felt as 
if he were on the witness stand, being cross-examined by one of the best. 

"No..." For one hideous moment, he was in the countryside near Barcelona again, sprawled behind a 


41 


borrowed motorbike, with a bullet in his back, a trickle of gasoline flowing past his leg, a cigarette lighter in his 
hand, and his enemy trapped in a wrecked truck, shooting at him. "Don't..." 

"Tell me." 

He would've gotten off-gone free to hunt down anyone I ever cared about. Maria was hurt. Iwas hurt. 
I was out of my mind. At that moment, it seemed like the right thing--the only thing-to do. 

"Tell me." 

"I killed him in cold blood. I blew him up—just like he blew up Sandy and Carolyn." 

"Are you sorry?” 

"Yes." He let his breath out in a rush and closed his eyes. Maria said I'd never be able to live with a 
murder on my conscience; she was right. "Oh God... You can't know how much." 

He felt a hand on his good shoulder, gripping him. "We're a lot alike, Mr. Night Watchman.” Alex's tone 
was gentle, with an undercurrent of sadness that Nick knew too well. "I've never told anybody--none of the people 
who help me or care about me. You're the only person I've ever met who'd understand. If I thought you'd 
remember this tomorrow..." His voice caught. "Somebody killed my wife and my daughter because / wouldn't give 
in--killed them the same way. With a car bomb.” 

"Jesus," Nick breathed. 

"I've been looking for him ever since. When I find him..." The gentleness tumed to steel. "I'm going to 
kill him. And I won't ever--ever--regret it. Not for a single second." 

"That's where we're different," Nick said tiredly. "I won't ever stop regretting it." 

"Sometimes you have to take the law into your own hands." Alex laughed shortly. "If you don't think so, 
how come you're layin' there with your side caved in and your face tom up?" 

"We..J try to...help the law." He was fading, exhausted from the physical and emotional anguish. "I bend 
the law...when I have to...to get results. Sort of a...dark kind of justice... But I try not to break it. Murder isn't the 
way. It doesn't solve anything.” 

"It does for me." 

"It makes you...no better than them..." 

Alex made a sound as if he intended to continue the argument, then rose and moved away. "I've patched 
you up all I can. You need a hospital to finish itup. Rest a while—you're done in. I'm gonna go scout around and 
see if it's safe to move on." 

"Be careful." 

"I always am." 

Nick was asleep before the light cut off. 


"Time to wake up, Nick." A hand was shaking him, dragging him back to awareness. "We got some of 
your dark justice to dispense." 

"What..." Forgetting, he tried to move, then fell back helplessly, gasping. 

"Don't worry--you don't have to do a thing but sit there and look pretty." Alex's teeth flashed in a grin. 
"T'll do all the dirty work." 

He was loading a gun that, to Nick's blurred vision, looked the size of a small cannon. Nick forced himself 
up on his good elbow, although the movement sent his head reeling. 

"What are you...doing?” 

"Gettin' ready to rid the wharf of some vermin." 

"You can't." He swayed forward, attempting to stand. "You can't kill them. I won't let you..." 

Alex shoved him back down with ridiculous ease. "How do you plan to stop me?" 

"Any way I can." 

The other man went down on one knee before him, hard, dark eyes boring intensely into his own. "You 
can't stop me, Nick. You couldn't even if you weren't in this kind of shape. Nobody can stop me when my mind's 
made up. Right now, the only thing you're going to do is help me, one way or the other." 

"I won't-" 

"You're going to be my bait. They're out there, combing the docks, looking for you. I'm going to see that 
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they find you. And when they do..." He lifted the gun. "They'll find me too. It’s the only way to get all three of 
them at once." 

"Alex, for God's sake..." 

"God doesn't know those bastards." Alex stood and shrugged out of his duster. "Here. Put this on.” 

The coat was surprisingly heavy. Nick hissed with pain as the other man buttoned it securely around his 
damaged body. 

"Why..." 

"You're going to need it. Trust me on this one." He tumed out the light, opened the door, and bent his 
head to pop the infrared contacts in place with practiced ease. "Ready?" 

"Alex... Don't.” 

Nick's senses swam as he was urged to his feet, then lifted and hauled through a series of corridors to the 
outside. "I won't need to take you far," Alex whispered. "They're close.” 

Nick felt himself lowered and propped against a stack of crates. "Light's good here. They can't miss you." 
He flipped the collar up, around Nick's face, then arranged the folds to cover his legs. "Keep your head down when 
they start shooting.” 

"Please..." 

"Keep your head down and stay still!" The other man was gone--faded away into the shadows as quickly 
and silently as his namesake. 

"Alex..." Nick moaned and huddled into a ball. Nothing I can do but wait and try to warn them. Can't 
let it happen again... 

"Hey, Mr. Alton! I think we found him! Over here!" 

He started at the sound of yells and running footsteps. 

"That's him." 

Nick recognized Alton's voice and turned his head to call out a warming. "It's a--" 

"Waste him.” 

The silence was broken by a short, sharp burst of gunfire. Nick screamed at the pain, his body jerking with 
each blow. Then it was over, quiet once more. He slid down, iprawiive on the pavement, whimpering. 

I'm alive. How can I be alive after all that? 

"Hoot, hoot, dirtbags.” 

Alex. Somewhere behind them. 

Nick tumed his face, pressing his forehead against the concrete. He heard the shots, the shrieks of pain-- 
No! Oh God! I can't stand it!--and shut his mind. 

Hands lifting him and settling him against the crates brought him back. He groaned at the movement. 

"You okay?" 

"I hurt." A major understatement. "How come...I'm not dead?" 

"The coat. It's made of Kevlar--bulletproof. It saved your ass, but I bet it didn't do your ribs any good." 

"Alton?" 

"He won't be selling drugs to any more kids.” 

"You murdered them." Nick's voice was flat, toneless. 

"They tried to Aili you!" Alex snapped. "What in the hell does it take to make you understand..." He 
turned Nick's face toward the light and his voice trailed away. "You don't look so good." 

"I don't...feel so good." 

Alex touched Nick's forehead, then slid fingers down to the pulse in Nick's throat. "That last bit did it for 
you--you're going into shock. I think it's time to get you to that hospital. Hope you don't mind taking the closest 
one. I don't have a car." 

Could tell him how to contact Moon and Gibs. The thought fled with the sudden shivers that wracked his 


body... 


* me % 


"Nick? Wake up for a minute, okay?" 
He forced his eyes open. He was lying on the grass, near a brightly lit sign that read "Emergency". 
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"I can't go in there. I have to leave you here. There's a pay phone across the street. I'm going to call and 


tell them where to find you. I'll watch until they do, just in case." 


He managed a weak nod. 

"Can I call anybody for you?" 

"No." His lips shaped the word, but no sound emerged. 

Alex grinned. "Still don't trust me, do you?" 

"Should I?" The world was spinning crazily; Nick fought the urge to throw up. 
"You wouldn't believe me if I said yes." He started to rise, but Nick caught his arm. 
"Alex?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Thanks." 

The dark head dipped once in acknowledgement, then the Owl was gone. 


Staring into the depths of the crystal, Nick swirled the last of the wine one last time, then lifted the glass 


to drain it. "When I woke up again, I was in a cubicle in the emergency room, flat on my back, stark naked, with 
a doctor and three nurses--all female—bending over me." He set the glass aside. "I gave them a fake name and told 
them I'd been mugged. I called Moon the next day. He came and pretended to be my father and got me out." 


but..." 


"And the Owl?" Kelly's voice was soft. 

"I never saw him again--not until he showed up in my courtroom today." 

"Do you think he recognized you?" 

"No. But I recognized him." He shook his head. "After I'd recovered, I thought about going after him, 


"Why didn't you?" 
"I owed him my life. Besides, I knew he was right-he and I are alike, in a lot of ways.” He rose, 


stretched, and glanced at his watch. "It's been a long day. I think I'll—" 


admirer? 


A knock on the door interrupted him. Lifting an eyebrow in question, he went to answer it. 
Kelly giggled when he retumed carrying a vase filled with camations and daisies. "Wow-—nice! Secret 


"I have no idea." Setting the flowers aside, he tore open the envelope and pulled out the card. His eyes 


widened, then he chuckled and held it out for her to read the message. 


"Hoot hoot, Judge Nick. We're even now. 
Alex." 
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From the Home Office in Basset 


THE TOP TEN STREET NAMES FOR JUDGE NICK MARSHALL 


10. Nick at Night 


9. 


8. 


Ol' "Screw Miranda" 


MotorPsycho 


_ The Beloved Jurist and Revered Civil-Rights Pioneer (oh, sorry, that's Justice Thurgood 


Marshall) 


. Mr. Happy Gavel 

. The White Guy and His Three Demographically-Picked Sidekicks 

. No-Deals on Wheels 

_ Talented Film Director and Comic Genius (sorry, that's Penny Marshall) 
. Have 'Do, Will Travel 


. Judge This! 


- Jane Mailander 


WONTOLLA* 


by Jane Mailander 


I lived within the pack; I trusted law 

Despite the weaknesses the law contained. 

As cop, then lawyer, I could see each flaw, 

But even as a judge, my faith remained- 

Until the red dogs came and took my life 
Before my eyes, in wild explosion's rage; 

One coward's blow. My daughter and my wife. 
That day I tore apart the paper cage. 

Now, panther-like, I prowl the filthy night, 

And with my pack I snuff and hear and see, 

To track the savage dholes who flee the light 
And wriggle free of law--but not of me. 

Each night, for mate and cub, I sound the call, 
"Make fear and death my friends! Good hunting all!" 


*In Kipling's Jungle Book story "Red Dog," Wontolla, a wolf who lives outside 
the pack, loses his mate and cubs to a pack of dholes; he swears vengeance to 
death on the red dogs. 
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WONTOLLA'S PACK 


by Jane Mailander 


We live in shadows, hunting in the night, 

We outcasts from our daylight-loving kin, 
Together bound by our great need to fight 

For justice, by the skills we use therein-- 

The dark sly master of the claw and tooth, 

The keen-nosed bitch who trouble holds at bay, 
The battle-scarred old hunter long past youth 
Whose eyes grow farther-sighted every day-- 
And by our love for he who leads our hunt; 
The lone wolf leading those who won't be led, 
Whose rage turned loners four into a pack. 

We watch the night and bear the battle's brunt 
When dogs flee daylight--and find us instead. 
Bring on the wolves of war! Cry death! Attack! 


DADDY'S GIR 


She'd have been thirteen years old today. : 

Nick Marshall folded his arms across the top of the juke box against the far wall of his loft and leaned in 
to stare at the arrangement of photos on the shelf above. Cool amber light spilled liked the rays ofa setting sun 
across the gallery of memories that in his spare bachelor space marked the only sign of the family life he'd bead 
led. He reached up to move one photo to the front, smiling with bittersweet nostalgia at the image preserved within, 
and gently stroked his fingertips over the cold matte glass covering the vision of his beautiful daughter. 

It was his favorite picture of the two of them, taken way back when on her eighth birthday, when times 
were good and his hair was short for real-though the glasses were just as much a judicial affectation then as now-- 
and all their futures were still full of promise. She'd pressed her cheek to his, her soft slim child-arms locked around 
his neck, and gurgled, "Daddy, I love you" as Sandy had snapped the picture. 

His throat closed at the memory as he set the picture aside and tumed away, into the subdued dark and 
quiet of his solitary home. That had been her last celebration, before the violence that had taken her from him in 
a blast of vengeful flame had burned his own life to ashes as well. 

Can you believe it, Nick?—a teenager. 

He'd taken today off from work, to spare everyone his mood as he tried to work his way through the 
unconscious mental commemoration his mind always insisted on marking such days with. He'd be the first to admit 
how distracted he got a certain tums of the calendar, in fact—and screw polite office euphemism—he could go so 
downright weird he'd come to prefer passing those times alone, to make it easier on everyone. 

Celebrate that she lived, Nick, rather than grieving that she died. 

The advice of his current counselor echoed through his head. For the past two months, as the day neared, 
he'd been attending a therapy group for parents of murdered children in another of his sporadic and futile attempts 
to deal with her loss. In their circle of suffering and support, the Honorable Judge Marshall was no different than 
the struggling single mother from South Central who'd lost her young son to a random drive-by shooting, or the 
aging couple whose adult daughter--already mother to their grandchildren--was killed in a carjacking in Florida. 
Their overwhelming pain was the same. 

Do what feels comfortable. Remember her day the way she'd like it remembered. 

And honor that memory. 

At the end of the meeting the night before, they'd presented him with a cake, a small Dutch chocolate 
confection piped with whipped cream and decorated with glaceed cherries—her favorite. 

He'd tried to take it in the spirit they'd intended, had laughed and smiled and thanked them and said he'd 
enjoy it in her memory and maybe even ask a few friends over to share it. 

Once home, he'd managed to stop just short of slam-dunking it into the trash. 

He went to the refrigerator and shoved the pink bakery box aside from where he'd stuffed it, rooting behind 
it and a collection of stacked Chinese take-out boxes as well to at last find a flat, half-consumed beer. Better than 
nothing.... He took the beer over to the futon and sprawled there, brooding as he sipped the tasteless, leftover brew. 

Even though he'd been alone all day, he hadn't exactly been Jonely. First of all, he hadn't had the time. 
The phone hadn't stopped ringing since early moming; it seemed like everyone he'd ever known was calling to check 
up on him--another thing his day off from work had been meant to avoid. And secondly... 

Most of the time he called it wish fulfillment, or spiritualist bunk, but sometimes, like today, the souls of 
his departed family members still felt very close to his. But that wasn't necessarily a good thing, to sense them so 
close when in reality they were farther away--and a good deal less reachable--than the stars. Frustration tempered 
his initial sadness to a keen rage, a sharp knife that hollowed his insides. He drained the beer and crushed the can, 
then dropped his head into his hands and took a deep breath, trying to compose himself before the pain overwhelmed 

him and made him do something stupid. 

The phone rang. 

Again. 

He set his jaw as he rose to answer it, tired of all the low-key, concemed, even reproachful voices routed 
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through the answering machine the rest of the day. "Yeah?" 

"Hey, Nicky, how's it goin'?” 

Moon. "How do you think?" he bit out, just as snappish as he'd intended. 

Moon paused for a moment, then answered levelly, "Pretty much the way I figured, I guess." Nick could 
almost hear him nodding. "You doing all right?” 

"Oh, yeah, I'm great.” Phone to his ear, he pivoted, caught dead eyes staring back at him from their chrome 
and glass shrine. "Funny thing,” he mocked, "everyone's been calling today to ask me that." He tumed away again 
from their martyred accusation. "Wonder why?” 

Moon took a deep breath, weighing further words. "Want some company, Nick?” 

"Hell, no. Got all I need." He drummed his fingers over the tabletop, agitated. "I can just run my 
answering machine back. Let's see, Kelly called, wondered if I wanted to do breakfast, Gibs left a number where 
he could be reached if I 'needed anything’, Sam tried twice. Plus a couple of old friends of Sandy's who have 
daughters the same age...oh, and Mom. God knows where she was calling from." His mouth tasted sour. "You'd 
think it was some kind of special occasion." 

Moon was so quiet for so long after he'd shut up from his diatribe that Nick nearly took the opportunity 
to close the connection. At last Moon went on, "It's only out of concem--" 

He blew up. "You think today's the only day when it hurts? The only time I stop and think about them-- 
about her? My daughter? It's with me all the time.” 

"Nick--" 

"And no one has the balls to say why they've called today. All this mealy-mouthed pandering about 'How's 
it goin', Nick? Got any special plans? Need anything?’ Why don't they come right out and say it?” He drew a 
deep breath, feeding his anger. "My daughter is dead. We should've been giving her Grandma's heirloom ring today 
and making a big fuss because she's not akid any more. We should've let her wear hose and high heels and makeup 
and taken her out to a grown up restaurant and maybe even given her flowers." His voice wavered "Well, she got 
flowers today--I went out to the cemetery and put them there myself. 'Happy birthday to you'." 

"I'm sorry." Moon's words were simple and pragmatic. 

He gathered himself, taut and vicious and contained. "Don't be. It's cool. I'm cool." His fist tightened 
around the telephone handset. "Listen, I'll talk to you later. I'm going out for while." 

"For what?" Moon's level tone failed to hide his concem. 

"Tl think I'll go for a ride. It’s nice and wet tonight--wouldn't hurt to do some racing up in the hills. 
Thought I'd buy a few packs of smokes, a bottle or two of something, and just head up there all by myself and have 
my own little party." 

Moon's silence told him he'd gone that one step too far. When he at last spoke again, his voice was steady, 
patient. "How ‘bout throwing in some chainsaw juggling while you're at it, Nicky, if that's what you wanna do to 
yourself?" 

"Sounds good, Moon,” he spat back, acrid and sarcastic. "I just might." He slammed the phone down, 
taking grim satisfaction in the violence of his disconnection, then grabbed his leather jacket and stormed outside. 

The surrounding night was quiet--almost too quiet--as the eerie suspension ofhis demilitarized neighborhood 
closed around him. He paused under the amber wisps of light from a streetlamp, fumbling through his pockets for 
a cigarette until memory snapped back to remind him that he'd given them up for what he'd hoped was for good 
over a year before. He shook his head in consternation. 

A sudden sound where all should have been silent pricked through the darkness. Still-active cop reflexes 
pivoted him toward the noise, where a slight shape moved in the shadows, clinging to the side of a trash container 
in the alley outside the loft, leaning over and rooting. 

The mean streets held more than their share of homeless, of the mentally ill and terminally incorrigible, 
junkies and winos and all the rest of society's dregs and cast-offs. He never hassled them; never rousted them. For 
a while, he'd even kept a small supply of dollar bills to hand out, until a whore and her pimp tried to liberate the 
roll from him and he'd had to set them straight. 

He'd never seen this street person before. He leaned forward, watching carefully, then started in surprise 
as the figure moved into a bright slash of light. 

It was a little girl. 

He couldn't stop himself. "Hey--what do you think you're doing?" 
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The child gasped at the sound of his voice, then dropped the long strip of corrugated cardboard clutched 
close in her dirty hands, and shrank back out of the light as if to become invisible. His long legs brought him 
forward before the youngster had had a chance to bolt, his fingers closing around a thin wrist to haul her back into 
the light. } : 

She let out a shriek as he pulled her face to face with him, struggling and panicked, wide-eyed with fear 
and shock and constemation. "Don't~let go of me! I didn't hurt anything.” Her breathing was harsh, blue eyes 
comered and desperate. "If this is your junk I'll put it back." é 

"No. It's okay.” He made a conscious effort to take some of the threat out of his appearance; his looks 
weren't exactly neutral, with his unshaven face and long, flyaway hair and leather jacket. He forced a smile. "I'm 
not going to hurt you.” : 

Her rigid posture relaxed as he eased his grip on her wrist, though they both remained tense and cautious. 
He scanned her quickly. She was of indeterminate age--very early teens, he guessed. A runaway? By street-habit, 
he scanned her bare, goose-bumped forearms, searching for any needletracks. She was, he noted with relief, clean. 

Her small voice held a child's petulance. "Will you please let go of me?” 

He considered. "If you promise me you won't run." 

She tipped up a proud, small, pointed chin. "I'll think about it." 

"So will I, then.” She didn't look wrong for the streets, clad in stained and rumpled clothing that could be 
taken for the tough grunge armor that too many cast-off innocents wore against a rough and uncaring world, but 
her manner was uneasy, unreconciled with her present situation. "What's your name?” 

She swallowed, then answered something in a wary mumble that he didn't quite hear. 

""Valerie'?" 

"No." She scowled as if she'd heard that name a few times too many. "'Mallory’." 

He grinned inwardly at her juvenile irritation. "Sorry about that. It's a nice name--just a little unusual.” 
And a little trendy, he privately thought, one that would not wear quite so well in decades to come when she was 
silver-haired. He and Sandy had scrupulously avoided trend and fashion in naming their darling daughter, picking 
something timeless to avoid what they'd laughingly called "Gramma Tiffany Syndrome". Mallory's triple-pierced 
left ear wouldn't age quite so well either. 

Then again, each generation had its own rebellion; her tight black denim skirt, Doc Martens and plaid 
flannel shirt were kin to his torn jeans and tie-dyed Iron Butterfly T-shirt of the sixties. His dad had been properly 
fussed but his mom--good ol' unflappable Lee—hadn't blinked at either hair or clothing. 

His own child had not lived long enough to make her own statement. Grief flared phosphorescent for a 
second before he yanked himself back at her complaint. 

"Are you ever going to let go of me? Really, I didn't do anything.” 

"I know you didn't." He released his grip, letting her arm drop back to her side, though he hovered close 
enough to outmaneuver her should she decide to break her implicit promise. 

She was dirty, he realized, like she'd been several days too long in that same clothing. "I guess I can let 
you go. But tell me..." He cocked his head and looked directly into her eyes. "Once I have, what are you going 
to do?" 

She shrugged, looking down. "Hang around, I guess." 

"You got a place?” 

"Yeah." 

"Look at me and answer that question again." He hadn't sounded so parental in years and he didn’t know 
whether to laugh or cry as he hooked a finger under her chin and tipped her face up. 

Tears welled in the big blue eyes. "No." 

Every instinct, every legal precedent, told him he should call either the cops or social services and have 
them take care of her, but he couldn't. "My name's Nick." He circled her slim shoulders with his arm and drew 
her forward. "Come on upstairs.” 


ie 


"Neat place.” Mallory's eyes darted over the brick and board enclosure of his loft, resting brief as a 
butterfly on juke box and tilted cheval mirror that sent the reflection of his purloined neon bar sign back into her 
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eyes. 

He nodded. "It's what I call home. Where's yours?” 

She ignored him, prowling the perimeter of his place, examining books and trinkets with a child's natural 
curiosity. "I didn't think anybody lived around here. I was just looking for a better place to spend the night where 
I figured nobody would hassle me.” Her face closed momentarily, not inviting inquiry. 

"What are you doing so far away from home, Mallory?" He stayed a safe, non-threatening distance from 
her and kept his voice light. 

She shrugged, moving to the shelf that held the pictures of his departed family. "It's my own business." 

"And none of mine, right?” He smiled wryly. 

She touched one of the photos. "Who are they?" 

He stood, moving closer to her. "My wife and daughter. But they're dead now.” 

She looked up at him, brow furrowing before she finally murmured, "That's too bad, Nick. Kimberly--my 
best friend-her sister died in a car accident last year. It was really sad. We all cried." Her gaze went thoughtful, 
contemplative, almost too mature for her years. "Do you miss them?" 

He nodded. "All the time.” 

"Il miss my Mom. She's really sick." She twirled a finger at her temple. "Mentally, you know. I haven't 
seen her for a real long time.” 

"Where's your dad?" 

She shrugged again, dismissively. "Back home.” 

"And that's where--" 

"I'm not going to tell you!" She spun to him, the blue eyes flashing. "Okay?" 

"Fine. You don't have to.” He backed off, changing the subject. "So how old are you?" 

The set of her chin was defiant. "Eighteen." He snorted his disdain. "Really. I just look young for my 
age.” 

"Right. How old are you really?--ten? Eleven maybe?” 

Light sparked in those eyes again at his deliberately young assessment and he knew he'd gotten her goat. 
"Get real. I'm...fourteen. Almost.” 

"That's more like it. You're aware you're underage to be out on the streets on your own, right?” 

"What about it?” She looked suddenly edgy, their tenuous trust in jeopardy. 

"] don't want you in trouble—and I don't want me in trouble for harboring a juvenile. Now where are you 
from?" 

"Why?" There was a hint of panic in her voice. 

"Why not?” He sighed. "Kid, if 1 was gonna call the cops I would have already. Maybe I just want to 
help. Now what are you doing away from home?” 

She sat down on the futon, picking up one of the pillows and hugging it to herself as if it were a stuffed 
toy. His heart went out to her for at least the tenth time in that many minutes. "It's not much of a home. I...ran 
away.” 

He sat down next to her. She was trembling. "Why? A kid like you has to have a reason and I can't see 
one right off. You're smart--not just smart but sharp. You have to know it's not a good thing to go out on the 
streets--" 

"He beat me,” she blurted, swallowing. "Okay? That's why I left.” 

He cringed inwardly, but followed up on the ugliness, probing her statement. "Who?" 

"My dad.” She stared straight ahead, rocking slightly, tucking one leg up under the other. 

"What for?" 

"Like he ever needs a reason...." She pulled a grubby, much-folded report card from her pocket, smoothing 
it and handing it over to him. "This time, he didn't like my grades." 

It was the kind of card most parents dream about, all A's and B's save for one C+, in Social Studies. "So 
what's the problem with this?” 

She made a helpless gesture with her hands. "He said I should've tried harder--that if I had I wouldn't have 

gotten that C.” 
Spontaneously, he touched her shoulder, smiling. "C+" 
She grinned back. "Yeah. C+.” Then the tentative smile faded. "That grade wasn't my fault—really. Mrs. 
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-minus in her class, but he said he didn't believe 
with a belt. He hits me a lot but, I 
nde hair back from her 


Johnson is a real hard teacher and nobody ever gets better than a B 
me and that I was giving him backtalk." She sighed. "So he like...beat me ' 
mean, there was blood this time, you know? So I left.". She pushed her scraggling blo 
forehead. "Look, I don't want to talk about it anymore. Okay?" ; 

"Sure." He backed off immediately, already more informed than he'd expected, and rose, pacing and 
thinking. "You wanna get cleaned up? Not to be rude, but...you could use a shower and a shampoo. 

She looked embarrassed by his accurate assessment. "You know, I had some stuff in my back pack like 
clean clothes and deodorant, but it got stolen my first night out. And it's a lot harder than | thought to find a 
bathroom." j > 
"Mine's right there." He pointed her across the room to the louvered doors opposite the loft's service 
elevator, and she vanished inside with obvious gratitude on her smudged face. "If you want, hand out your clothes, 
and as soon as you're done in the shower I'll throw them in the wash for you.” He rooted through his possessions 
and found a few suitable substitutes for her, exchanging them for the wad of stained and rumpled fabric she wedged 
out through the barest crack between the doors. "Here's a t-shirt and my robe to wear till they're ready." 

"Thanks, Nick." The splash of his shower drowned out any further words. 

He gathered up a few of his own shirts to make a reasonable load, wondering if he should sort everything 
between lights and darks and then ultimately deciding that "clean" was more important. Kids' clothes were no longer 
within his realm of experience, though in years past he'd spent his share of Saturday momings folding tights and 
embroidered pastel tops and little dresses when it was his weekend on laundry detail. Time—and fashion--had moved 
on, as he thought of clusters of kids and teens on local street comers, waiting for the school bus in their best Gap 
knock-offs and oversize garb borrowed from older siblings. 

From the heap of red and black flannel and stonewashed denim he pulled a pale pink training bra and a 
pair of high-cut underpants with hearts and pandas on them, their juvenile femininity incongruous in comparison 
to the heavier fabrics she'd worn. He forced a smile and shook his head, and wondered if by now his baby would 
have been wearing the same. 
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The interminable droning of his blow dryer and the sloshing of the washer in the comer kept him company 
long after the shower had stopped. In fact, he'd already placed the clothes in the dryer before she at last came out 
of his bathroom, scrubbed and clean and wrapped in the robe which was far too long for her. His heart caught as 
he remembered dress-up games, watching his little girl trailing fabric behind her like a princess's train as she 
practiced for an adulthood that would be ultimately be denied her. 

"Boy, you got a lot of hair stuff in there for a guy." The image broke as Mallory dropped down on his 
futon, sticking out long, coltish legs. He winced at the sight of the strap marks from the beating she'd spoken of, 
but she seemed utterly oblivious of the effect the visible bruises had on him. "I hope you don't mind that I 
borrowed your razor to shave my legs--they were really gross.” 

"No--it's cool." The strange mixture of child and adult in one body threw him off-guard for a moment as 
he looked at her. She was a treasure, a maiden at the cusp of womanhood, her golden hair the color of honey, skin 
fair and cheeks pink. 

How could anyone harm anything that young and precious and innocent-let alone her own father? A 
muscle in his jaw twitched, his thoughts dark and hurtful—hateful 

"Are my clothes done yet?" She stroked his brush through her own hair, smoothing it, then deliberately 
mussed it instead to give herself a more mature look. 

He pushed the bleakness away, this wasn't his fight. "Another fifteen minutes or so—I've got them in to 
dry." He sat down next to her again. "You hungry?" 

Her stomach rumbled instantly at the merest hint of food, and she blushed. "How'd you guess?” 

"The streets aren't exactly catered. How long you been out there?” 

"Four days. Do you know you can get some pretty okay food out of trash cans?” 

The indignity of her rooting yet again through more dumpsters sent his fingers through hers, holding her 
close. "Don't you ever do that again. I don't have much of anything here"—in fact, he suspected that the leftovers 
had tumed into lifeforms, and so he himself hadn't eaten all day—"so as soon as your clothes are done we'll head 
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out.” 

"Sounds good to me." Her grin was engaging. 

"So what were you doing on the streets for four days?" 

The grin faded as she unthreaded her fingers from his. "I told you." She shifted uncomfortably. "I left 
because he beat me." 

"I understand. But isn't moving into the streets kind of a drastic solution? Worse things could happen to 
you out there. There wasn't anybody you could tell? Anybody who could help you?" 

Her back was rigid, her posture arch and upright as she stared straight ahead. "No. At least no one at 
home." She thought a moment. "Listen, Nick, I've been through all this social service stuff. It's not the first time. 
I was in a foster home for part of last year until Dad proved he could take care of me and got me back. I'll never 
go back to that again. I promise." She took a deep breath. "Sometimes it's good. I mean, Dad kinda has some... 
problems. He doesn't work much. And I think he...." Her voice trailed away. 

"Drinks?" he supplied from logic. "Takes drugs?” 

"Maybe," she admitted, too quietly. "It's just been him and me for a long time. He's been stressed out, 
he says, since Mom got sick." 

"How long ago was that?" 

"I was little--seven, I guess. We used to go see her in the hospital, but then we moved--a couple of times. 
We don't go anymore. I don't even really know where she is. Or anyone else in my family, except for maybe...” 
She caught herself and stopped. "There might be someone else. Anyway, when he's got work and when he's not 
doing stuff, he'll take me out and we'll do things and he'll buy me things. See my earrings?" 

"Which pair—first, second or third?" 

She frowned at his gentle jest, tuming her head and tugging at her earlobe to show him one of a set of 
gold-and-gamet hearts. "These." 

He noticed a fading bruise at the side of her neck, explored it with tender, reassuring fingers as he 
pretended to admire the gift. "Nice." 

"He gave me those for my birthday.” Her face darkened. "But other times things get bad again, he gets 
mad, and then I can't do anything right." Her eyes sparkled with angry tears. "I got tired of it, so I left. I figured 
I was old enough to take care of myself—I mean, at home, I've been doing it for a real long time.” 

"Thirteen's a little young to be on your own.” 

"Almost fourteen," she corrected archly. "So I bought a Greyhound bus ticket with my allowance and came 
down here." 

"To seek your fortune?” 

"No." The set of her small jaw was stubbom as she refused to tell him what it was she sought. 

The dryer buzzed the end of the cycle and he rose, pulling the tumble of clothing from its interior and 
tossing her items to her. "Get dressed and we'll go.” 

She held up her flannel shirt, frowning at the wrinkles. "Do you have an iron?” 

"You kidding? I only got a washer-dryer because I was tired of paying fifty cents a pound at the fluff and 
fold for my jeans. Anything that needs to be pressed I send out." He grinned at her. "It doesn't look too bad—I 
thought unkempt was in.” 

She pouted visibly, smoothing the shirt over her bare knees and refusing to meet his glance. "Don't make 
fun of me." 

His gaze softened. "Never, Mallory." He touched her hair as she moved past him on her way back to the 
bathroom to change, wondering how he could ever have forgotten a child's sensitivity. 

She came out a few minutes later, rumpled and, despite the clothing's freshness, as uncomfortable in them 
as when he'd found her in the alley. "Come here." He crooked his finger at her and she shuffled reluctantly to him. 
His hands moved over her clothes, straightening a crooked collar, buttoning the shirt front over the scooped tank 
top she wore and tying the front tails in a neat knot, and tidily folding up her cuffs. "There—you look great." 

She eyed herself critically, then allowed, "Not great, but better. Let's go eat.” 

He searched his memory for what kids liked. "How about McDonald's?” 

"Oh wow, and can I get a Happy Meal?” She made a face to punctuate her sarcasm. "That's gross, Nick. 
Do you know what the fat content is in a Big Mac? And those fnies—" 

"Okay, okay--we'll go somewhere else." Privately, he thought that Health Class was getting too damn 
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sophisticated these days. "We'll figure it out on the way." 

He led her downstairs, into the locked garage space below 
heading for the Mercedes, key in hand, when he noticed she'd stopped a few 
a salad bar calling...” 

She was staring, transfixed, at his motorcycle, her eyes bright. "Wow." 

He smiled despite himself. "Pretty cool, huh? ; ie 

"Way cool.” She stroked a fingertip over the highly-chromed handlebars, then tilted her head beguilingly. 
"Can we take this?” 

He considered, then decided. "Sure. But you have to wear a helmet." 

She wrinkled her nose. "But it'll screw up my hair.” y 

Under his breath he muttered, "I know how that goes.” Out loud he said, "No helmet, no ride. Are you 
with me or not?” 

She shrugged with acceptance. "Sure." He got a helmet out of the : 

He rolled the bike from the garage, fired it up and revved the engine as she climbed o: 
thin arms locking around his waist. Over its bass roar, he asked, "Ever ridden a bike before?" 

"No." She was shivering; he had a feeling it was from excitement, not the chill of the night. 

He started slowly forward. "You have to hold on tight and lean with the curves, not against them. Got 


that tonight held both car and bike. He was 
paces back. "C'mon, Mallory, I hear 


storage locker and tossed it to her. 
n behind him, her 


it?" 
"Yeah!" Her voice was high-pitched with excitement, her breath warm against the back of his neck, as he 
gunned the bike down the alley. 

She squealed at the first turn, arms tightening around his middle so firmly that she almost squeezed the air 
right out of his lungs. "Easy, easy." He was laughing. "Not that tight!" 

"Okay." Her grip around him barely eased, though he sensed a trusting yielding in the slender body tucked 
up against his. 

He coasted to a halt at a stoplight, splaying his legs to steady the bike under them. "Don't worry--I'm a 
good driver. I won't let anything happen to us.” 

"I know." She giggled as they charged forward into the brisk and wild night wind, in search of sustenance 
for their bodies. 

With his teen-age charge behind him, as he shared with her a gratifying and impromptu fantasy tour of the 
world from the back of the Triumph, Nick already felt like he'd found some food for his hungry soul. 
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She'd killed her third plate at the Sizzler salad bar they'd ultimately decided on before she even stopped 
for conversation. He was picking bemusedly at the remains of his plate, watching her heartily tucking in to extra 
helpings of pasta salad and squares of pizza. She burped delicately from behind her napkin, blotting her mouth and 
blushing with chagrin. "Oops. Sorry." 

"S'okay. Not bad manners, just good food. Want another Coke?" 

"Sure." He flagged the waitress and had her bring another pitcher. 

Mallory shoved aside her dinner plate and began working on the Jello and pudding combo she'd filled her 
dessert bowl with. "Thanks, Nick. You've been real nice to me." 

"No problem. Have I been nice enough to earn some answers?” 

Her guard came up, though he sensed she was not quite as wary as before. "Maybe." She spooned some 
chocolate into her mouth, licking her lips in a way that was almost painfully reminiscent of his daughter. 

He shifted in his chair, regarding her with a strict, almost paternal intensity. "What are you doing here, 
Mallory? Where'd you come from on that bus?" 

She put down her spoon, propping her chin on her hand. "From up North. Near Redding." 

"Why here? What's here for you?" 

He caught the glint of tears in her eyes as she looked away. "I screwed up, Nick. I...you know, | like left 
because I couldn't stand it anymore, and I thought that maybe I could..." : 

"What?" He stroked her hair in timeless comfort until she swallowed and was in. 

"I won't go back to my dad, Nick. I just can't. But I won't go into a foster a yl Ponte a social 
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worker told me another family member would be acceptable....” 

"And who's here for you?" 

"Aunt Connie. Mom's sister. She always told me that if I ever wanted to I could come live with her, 
except..." She gave a little sob of frustration. "I can't find her! I thought I knew where she lived--I didn't have 
her phone number but I figured I could get it from Information and I could call her. Except they said there was 
no one by that name in that city, and now I'm not really even sure I got the city right.” 

"This is a big place. Where do you think she lives?” 

She fluttered her hands helplessly. "I thought it was something like 'Kalamazoo' but they told me that's 
in Michigan.” 

"But it begins with a 'C' or a 'K'?" 

"Uh-huh--as far as I know." 

He began ticking off city names, hoping to ring a bell. "Cucamonga? Chatsworth? Calabasas?” 
Everything he said only caused a further miserable shake of her head. 

"Now I don't know what to do. If I can't find her, I'll have to go back, won't I? And then my dad will 
really be mad at me because I ran away." 

"Don't worry—-we'll work it out.” He stood up and shrugged his jacket back on. "You ready to go?" 

"I guess so. I have to use the bathroom first.” His arm draped casually around her, they walked together 
to the cashier's desk, where she veered off toward the ladies' room. 

The waitress who'd filled their glasses and brought them fresh plates rang up their tab. "She's a real cutie.” 

"Scuse me?" Nick stopped mid-fumble for his wallet, staring at her in some confusion. 

"Your daughter." The older woman smiled at him. "She looks like quite a kid--you must be very proud 
of her." 

"Ummm...yes, 1 am." He peeled two bills from his wallet, dropped one, and bent to pick it up. 

Her expression went sympathetic as he placed the two tens on the counter. "You look like a weekend dad." 

He gave her a dazed nod, feeling like he'd fallen into an unreality pit. 

"It must be really hard, not having her around all the time.” 

His jaw involuntarily clenched. "Yes. It is. Very hard." Without counting it, he pocketed the change, 
and tumed around, trying to will away the sudden uncomfortable tightness in his chest. 

Mallory was coming up from behind him, her own face a little chagrined. "Nick...can we like maybe stop 
at a Sav-On or something on the way back to your place? I..need some stuff." 

He shook his rattled head, re-orienting himself in reality, for a moment he could have swom he'd seen dark 
eyes, dark hair, not on a child almost five years gone but on a budding woman. Then the image shifted, to become 
once again his anonymous charge for the night, no more his daughter than any of the other kids in the restaurant. 
He smiled as he directed her again out into the night, their waitress calling out a chipper farewell at their family 
tableau. "Sure. No problem, sugar.” 


"So what is it you need?” They stood blinking in the bright lights of the pharmacy's fluorescent glow, 
Mallory scanning the signs above the aisles. 

"Ummm, some stuff..." Her cheeks were bright pink as she refused to make direct eye contact with him. 
Comprehension dawned as he thought of her age and the suddenness of her need as she'd come out of the ladies' 
room. No teen-age girl would ever admit to a male stranger that she was having her period. 

He handed her a twenty. "Why don't you go get whatever it is and I'll wait right here for you?” 

Relief flooded her face. "Thanks, Nick." She craned up to kiss his cheek and headed off toward aisle three. 

"Hey!" he called after her. "Why don't you get some new tights? You've got a run in those.” 

She curved and craned her body to look at the ragged track up her slim calf, sliding a finger in the hole 
where the run had started, and shook her head. "No. I think it looks kind of cool." 

"The Seattle look, huh?" They exchanged smiles. "Okay, I'll meet you up front.” 

He made himself comfortably scarce, lounging by the magazine rack while he waited for her to get done. 
She wasn't long; he felt her eyes on him before he ever heard her voice, and peeked over the top of the motorcycle 
magazine he'd been idly leafing through to catch her gaze at him. The fondness in her eyes was almost unsettling, 
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eerily reminiscent of the expression on his own little girl's face when she'd come running out of day care or grade 
school to find him waiting there for her. He cleared his throat. "Mal. You ready?" 

She clutched the bag to her chest and nodded, with her free hand trying to give him back his change. He 
shook his head. "Keep it." She looked startled, then pleased, as she shoved the loose bills and quarters into her 
pocket. 

Outside, she jumped behind him onto the bike, her hands already tugging the helmet in place. He nodded 
his approval as she lightly circled him now with only one arm, her grip on him trusting as he fired the engine and 
peeled out of the parking lot on the way back to the loft. "Good girl—you're catching on.” 

She leaned with him into the curves, pressed forward in anticipation whenever he hit a straight stretch that 
allowed him to pick up speed, obviously digging the sensation of ground-flight as much as he was. Her voice was 
high, almost giddy, as her small fingers hooked around the trim of his jacket. "Tonight's been real cool, Nick. It's 
been fun. Know what I wish?” 

"What?" 

She hugged him close, her voice dropping to a confessional whisper. "I wish I could stay with you." 

He couldn't answer, because he was too afraid he might be wishing the same thing. 
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Nick rooted through one of the storage closets, wondering where his air mattress had gotten to, while 
Mallory fidgeted with the pale pink lipstick she'd bought at the pharmacy. "It's been along night," he pointed out, 
pausing to watch with fascination as she expertly outlined her lips. He wondered if she still wasn't a little too young 
for that kind of cosmetic enhancement. "If you're tired and want to go to bed...” 

"No." She shook her head. "I'm still hungry." She opened his refrigerator, her eyes twinkling as she saw 
the pink bakery box. "Cake! Can I have some?” 

He felt uneasy as she pulled it from the shelf, carefully setting the box on his table and flipping up the lid. 
Her mouth pursed into a frown as she read the message swirled on top. "Happy Birthday Carolyn’? Who's she?" 

He cleared his throat and tumed away, digging through stacks he was already certain didn't contain the 
mattress. "My daughter." 

"I thought you said she was dead." Mallory found a knife and a plate and cut herself a generous slice. 

"She is." A sudden hollowness gnawed at the pit of his stomach, the aching, empty loneliness that could 
assault him at the worst possible moment. 

She cocked her blonde head to one side, puzzled. "Isn't it kind of weird to have a birthday cake for 
someone who's dead?" 

He abandoned his search and straightened, steadied his composure, and joined her at the table, his hand 
straying to the center of his chest. "In my heart...she's not. She's always with me.” 

"Okay." Mallory accepted his statement at face value. "So have some cake." She gave him a gamin grin 
as she dropped another hearty slice onto a second plate and pushed it in front of him. 

He paused a moment, staring at it, then remembered the words and kind intentions of his therapy group 
and capitulated, picking up a fork. It felt good—in its own strange way almost a comfort—to at last treat himself to 
something that had been such a part of his daughter's birthday celebrations. 

Honor that memory. 

He knew that, perhaps, at last he was. 

He smiled, relaxing. "So what are we going to do with you, Mallory?" 

She looked suddenly nervous and uncertain. "You tell me.” 

"Tell me first. What do you know about your aunt? When's the last time you saw her?" 

She calculated in her head, then abandoned the effort. "It's been areal long time--not since right after 
Mom got sick. She used to rag on them to take better care of me." Her smile was sad. "I kinda liked that because 
I knew she was worried about me, and there were a lot of times when I didn't think that anyone was.” 

That was a good sign. "What's her last name?" 

"Selinsky. I think. She's Mom's sister.” 

"And your last name?" 

She admitted itin a whisper. "Sumner. You're not going to call anybody to come take me away, are you?” 
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He gently touched her hand, his voice mildly remonstrative. "You should know me better than that by now. 
Trust me." He put fingers to her soft cheek and turned her face toward his, showing her his smile. "Come on, you 
trusted me on the bike, right?" 

"I guess so." Her eyes were still nervous. "What are you going to do?” 

"I'm going to get a friend to help me. We'll work on it tomorrow, okay?" He polished off the piece of 
cake, then put the rest of it back into the refrigerator. "For now, I think it’s your bedtime." 

She looked suddenly too tired to protest, rising wearily from the kitchen stool, dumping both plates in his 
sink and running water over them. She stretched and yawned. "So where do I sleep?” 

"The futon folds out." He efficiently flipped it from couch to bed while she changed back into the shirt 
he'd loaned her. 

She nodded, settling on the thick cushioning as he pulled the quilt over her. "This is real nice. Dad and 
I have this little studio apartment and I sleep on this gross bed that pulls out of the wall.” 

"A Murphy bed," he absently corrected, staring at the spill of her hair across his pillows as the loft's dim 
lighting tinted the strands a dark amber brown. He stroked the covers into place, hands gentle as he tucked them 
up over her shoulders. "G'night, Mallory," he at last managed. 

She yawned again, closing her eyes and snuggling deep into the mattress. "Night, Nick. See you in the 
momning...." Her voice trailed away as she burrowed into almost instantaneous sleep. 

He watched her for a minute more as her breathing went soft and easy, her face relaxing into childlike 
innocence, then he turned away, tired and ready for sleep himself. With a kid in the loft, he couldn't exactly sleep 
the way he usually did, stripped to shorts or, on hot nights, to skin. He changed clothes, feeling confined, scratchy—- 
testless--in the old t-shirt and sweat pants he'd donned. 

The futile search for the air mattress became suddenly immaterial, for it was really just as easy to crash on 
the floor. He dropped a pile of extra blankets and pillows next to the kitchen table, absently arranging them into 
an adequate bedroll, then went to find a pad of paper and a pencil. 

Stretched out on his impromptu bed, by the glow of the single security light he scribbled down from 
memory everything Mallory had told him that evening, organizing it into a neat and tidy historical and biographical 
roster. A quick call to Kelly Cochran, P.I.'s answering machine told her to be looking for a fax from him first thing 
in the moming, and that he'd expect her response to his request at her absolute earliest convenience. 

There was nothing more he could do tonight-actually, when you got right down to it, there was nothing 
more he was inclined to do. He rolled himself up in one of the blankets, listening to the oddly comfortable sound 
of a child's soft breathing from only a few feet away, and fell asleep himself, thinking that this was without a doubt 
the strangest personal anniversary he'd ever made it through. 
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"Daddy..." 

The word drifted eerily through his dreams, an ancient and primal echo. He stirred, roughly shaking his 
head against memory's power, fighting it, denying the lies and deceptions his mind forced too often on him, negating 
them, pushing them away. 

The words came again, more insistent. Real. She was there. His little girl lost. Daddy's girl. 

"Daddy, please...no. Not again....please...don't...." 

He jerked awake at the subdued cries, his mind still disoriented with the interruption of the depth of his 
sleep. "Honey?" He got to his feet, shuffling through a dream-space that sleep-blurred eyes tumed to a suburban 
hallway leading from master suite to a child's bedroom. His knees bumped a low bed not quite where his mind 
remembered it should be; still, he sat down, reaching out for the trembling figure tangled in rumpled covers. 
"S'okay, sweetheart, daddy's here.” 

She shied away from him, her shadowed eyes dark with night and fear. "Daddy, don't....please don't hurt 
me.” 

Reality started to coalesce, the dream-space fading away to be replaced by the stark ambience of his dark 
and depressing loft and the presence of the lonely child who had crossed his path that night. He put out a cautious 
hand, closing it on her shoulder, his voice low and soothing. "No, baby, I never would. Never, 1 promise. Now 
go back to sleep, sweetheart. It's okay. I'm here.” 
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She nodded slowly, though her eyes remained fearful, her small knotted fists pressed anxiously to her chin. 
Spontaneously, he caught her into his arms, holding her close and rocking her. f 

He could still pretend—God, how he could pretend. "Remember what Grandma used to sing to you?-- 
‘Sunshine’. It's the same song she used to sing to me.” He cleared his throat, crooning the old words low and 
tuneless into her ear. 

He stroked golden hair, dried tears from big blue eyes, in his mind still envisioning the dark-eyed brunette-- 
the image of her father, friends and family had said—who had come out of his love for a wife now also dead. He'd 
have easily given his life to spare his own little girl even a second of grief--and he continued to give a piece of 
himself in her memory every time he went out on a dark Nightwatch--yet Mallory's father seemed to exist only to 
cause that innocent child pain. 

No justice in this world... 

She threw her arms around his neck and shuddered closer, murmuring, "I don't want much...,just someone 


to care about me.” . 
He hugged her back and buried his own tearful smile into the tangle of her honey-colored hair. "That's all 


any of us want, Mal.” 


"Time to get up.” 

At seven, he smacked the bed with his palm, jarring it to shake her awake. She groaned, stirring sleepily, 
and protested, "Do I have to?" 

"Sure do." That kid-constant did not surprise him one bit, what did was how quickly and easily he was 
dropping back into father-mode. "It's going to be a busy day. Now go brush your teeth and comb your hair and 
get ready.” 
"Kay." She stretched as she got to her feet, then wrapped his borrowed robe around herself as she padded 
to the bathroom, still yawning. 

He'd gone out to the market at daybreak, bought milk and cereal and juice and white bread with grape jelly 
on the side for her. He'd finished his third cup of strong coffee--all the breakfast he was in the mood for—by the 
time she came to join him at the table. ; 

She was as ravenous as the night before, tucking into not only her first but her second bowl of Cheerios 
with gusto. He grinned at the inelegant smear of purple jelly at the comer of her mouth as she asked, "So what do 
we do today, Nick?” 

He idly stirred the sugar in the bottom of his mug. "I'm going to take you into the office with me." 

"Where do you work?" 

"County Courthouse. I'm a judge.” 

She choked, sputtering milk. "You're a whaf?" 

"Superior court judge Nicholas Marshall, fifth district." 

"Shit." Her face fell. 

"Watch your mouth, young lady." He pushed his cup aside, briefly debating whether he really needed to 
ruin his stomach lining with a fourth serving of java, then decided against it. "We're going to get everything taken 
care of there. Now don't worry." The sudden trapped-animal expression on her face concemed him. "It'll all be 
fine. Okay?" 

"Okay," she muttered, staring darkly into her juice. 

He reached over, tousled her hair, and stood. "My tum to get ready now. I'll be at least twenty minutes.” 
From his wardrobe he pulled out his grey suit, quickly selected a shirt and tie and everything else he'd need, and 
dragged them over to the bathroom. Another disadvantage to having a young guest in the loft--he'd never realized 
how much his space lacked in privacy. Before he closed the door, he pointed out, "TV's over there if you want to 
watch it, plus I picked up a morning paper if you'd rather read while you wait." 

She'd changed in a heartbeat from sunshine to sullen, answering him in a bored monotone. "Whatever." 
He put it down to the volatility of girls in transition through puberty to womanhood. 

When he came out almost a half-hour later, groomed and suited and ready to g0, she was gone. 
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He found her at the third bus-stop from his loft, as he cruised the Mercedes slowly up and down his 
neighborhood streets, pausing at every cluster of people to scan for a flash of red-and-black flannel surmounted by 
honey-blonde hair. He pulled up in front of the bus bench, idling at the painted curb, and rolled down his window. 
"Mallory. Get in the car." 

Her eyes widened at the sight of him in his judge-gear, though she didn't budge. "Nick?" 

"None other." He opened the car door and stepped out. At his motion, she warily backed away from him, 
poised to bolt if she found it necessary. "What kind of stunt was this? I thought we trusted each other." 

She looked ready to run away weeping; he kept a careful and quiet distance from her, respecting her space, 
as she managed thickly, "I'm...not sure." 

"I'm not going to hurt you, Mal. I told you that-you Anow that." From down the road he heard the heavy 
rumble of the approaching bus, and quickly beckoned her toward him. "C'mon-get in the car. We'll talk about it 
there." 

"No....". Her voice was a disappointed little whimper as she edged away. 

He sighed. "I'm not going to drag you this time, Mallory. Go if you want. But tell me, just how far did 
you think you'd get? You don't have any money.” 

"Yes Ido." She looked down. "The change from what you gave me last night." 

"So where were you going to go with that?” 

"] don't know." She dragged her hand over her eyes, smearing tears and cheap kiddie mascara. 
"Just...away."” 

"Running's no solution." He held out a gentle hand toward her. The bus horn blatted angrily behind him, 
and he spared a glance at its glowering driver about ready to butt his fender. "Mal...please. Give me a chance.” 

She looked resigned. "Fine." She bypassed his touch, throwing herself into the passenger side as he post- 
haste hopped in and pulled away from the curb to the angry curses of one of the city's finest service employees. 

She spared him an assessing glance from the comer of a narrowed eye as he eased the car through the rush- 
hour crush. "You look like a dork like that.” 

He hid his interior grin. "I look like a judge.” 

"Same difference. Why didn't you tell me what you were last night?" 

"Because it wasn't relevant last night.” 

"You're even talking like one now." She sniffed. "I thought you were like this really cool guy with your 
leather jacket and your bike and that funky place and everything...” 

"I am. Is there a law that says I can't be both?” 

She leaned back against the leather seat, whining tiredly, "All I ever hear is ‘law’. Lawyers and judges and 
social workers..." 

"Oh my',” he quipped. She scowled at him and he sobered, realizing she couldn't, wouldn't and shouldn't 
be jollied from this mood. 

"They all say they're going to do what's best for me, so they take me away from my dad and put me in this 
place, and just when I'm getting comfortable there someone else says I belong with my 'family'--"she snorted in 
contempt-—"and so they jerk me back. Know what my nickname is in the group home?—'Boomerang’.". She. 
scrubbed at her dripping nose with her palm; he reached over into the glove compartment and got her a packet of 
travel Kleenex. She took one gratefully, cleaning herself up. 

He said carefully, "It doesn't have to be that way, Mallory." 

"Yeah, right.” Her adult cynicism was painful on a person so young. "The system's totally screwed. And 
you're part of it." 

"Not necessarily." 

"Oh, c'mon, Nick, get real!" Her anger and disappointment in him were genuine. "You're a judge. You'll 
make me go back to him. Or stick me in another foster home. I won't go back to social services." Her 
pronouncement was final. 

"We'll work it out, Mallory. You can't keep running." This time, when he reached over toward her, she 
tentatively accepted his touch. "There's a lot of bad out here, Mal. You're lucky it was me who found you and not 
some of the creeps who prey on kids like you. You won't last on your own-I know it. I see it all the time. I don't 
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want you in my courtroom six months from now. Don't make me adjudicate your trial for drug dealing or 
prostitution or..." his voice caught...” even worse, make me try your rapist or murderer. I couldn't accept anything 
like that happening to a good kid like you." 

He stole a glance at her, her eyes were wide pools of blue, the fingers laced into his cold and damp and 
trembling. Her voice was tentative, nervous at her plea. "Nick...why don't I just stay with you?" 

He'd known it was coming and looked away, keeping his eyes on the road. "We can't. It wouldn't work 
out. My life is just too....". He fumbled for the right words to explain himself and ultimately abandoned the search, 
settling for pain and half-truths instead. "There's no place in it for a family. Not anymore.” 

"There's no place for me anywhere,” she muttered, dark and miserable, as she yanked her hand from his 
and tumed to stare at the sterile scenery flashing by outside the car's window. 

"Yes, there is. We just have to find it--her." They drove in silence for several minutes before, on impulse, 
he wheeled into the lot of a toy store they were passing, and coughed lightly to get her attention. "Hey, Mal, you 
too old for stuffed animals?" 

Her back was as stiff as her response. "Yes." Then she yielded, slumping and grinning sheepishly. "Well, 
maybe not. What did you have in mind, Nick?" 


ie 


Samantha Collins raised an eyebrow but said nothing about it as he came through his office door with 
Mallory in tow, the little girl clutching a stuffed baby harp seal that had set him back $60.00 at Toys "R" Us and 
wearing a new back pack crammed full of teen mysteries and "90210" novelizations. "Nick—" 

"Not now. Give me a minute." He and Mallory brushed by her on their way into his chambers, where he 
safely ensconced her with her books on the sofa in the comer, then dashed back outside. 

Sam fussed at him like a busy little terrier as he, thrown off-guard by the events of the moming, tried to 
organize himself. "Nick, this is a bad day to be late—you missed a conference with one of the assistant D.A.'s, and 
you've got a full docket in the afternoon, but before that you have to—" 

He cut her off when she paused for breath, shoving his notes from the night before into her hand. "I'll get 
right on everything. Now listen, I need you to fax this immediately to Kelly Cochran. I've got her working on 
something forme. Okay?" 

She scanned them, confused, then shrugged. "Whatever you say." Her voice dropped. "What's going on, 
Nick? Where'd you find her?" She jerked a finger at his closed door. "Rent-a-Kid?" 

"Don't be a smartass. She's a runaway I bumped into last night.” 

"She's underage.” 

"No kidding." 

Her eyes flashed at his evasive insouciance. "Well, don't you think you should do something about it?" 

"I am.” His voice rose with imitation. "But I'm going to handle this outside of the system. You remember 
the system, don't you?” he mocked. "It's that thing you and I both agree screws up sometimes.” He yanked open 
the door to his office. "Now interrupt me the second Ms. Cochran calls, okay? And, Sam...." His stomach rumbled 
in protest at the thought, but caffeine right now was as essential as oxygen. "Bring me some coffee.” 
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"Nick? Ms. Cochran's on line 2." 

"Great." He snatched it up, sparing a glance at Mallory, who was still sitting quietly in the comer and 
watching him just as unobtrusively as he was watching her. "Kelly-what have you got for me?" 

"Everything you asked for." Her tone wavered from professional to curious. "Nick, what gives?" 

"Tl let you know later. Now spill it.” 

"Okay." Papers rustied, and he could almost hear her checking off the facts, figures, and identities he'd 
asked her to investigate as she went over them. "First of all, there is no police report on a Mallory Sumner. No 
disappearance registered. Her school says she hasn't been in all week but they called her father and he said not to 
worry about it” 

He shook his head--the bastard hadn't cared enough about his own kid vanishing to bother looking. "And 
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how about the other name I gave you?" 

"Okay, that was a lot harder but I think I finally got it. The name is Constance Zielinski--not 'Selinsky’, 
the way you had it spelled—and she lives in Costa Mesa. She's the sister of a Marilyn Zielinski Sumner and aunt 
to Mallory Sumner.” 

"That's our aunt, "he murmured, wiping at a thin trickle of nervous perspiration streaking hie forehead; he 
hadn't realized just how stressed he'd gotten while waiting for her callback. "Got a phone number?" 

"Home, and office. I'll give you both.” He scribbled rapidly as she read them off. One was Orange 
County; the other, the Westside. 

Kelly tried to pump him again. "What's this all about, Nick? I mean, I've just spent two hours playing 
hunches and going through phone directories and talking to police departments and school offices in little podunk 
cities--" 

"T'll have to tell you later. Thanks, Kel. I owe you on this one.” He disconnected, cutting her off even 
as she kept going. 

Mallory's face was a blank slate as he met her eyes, bereft of any and all emotions--no hope, no pain, no 
trust in her smooth child's features. He could only pray that he wasn't letting her down. "Be right back, Mal,” he 
mumbled, and, to further keep everything off the record, went outside to the pay phone in the hall and dialed. 
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He was due in court in twenty minutes and was already wondering if he would set a new record for cups 
of coffee consumed in one four-hour period, when Sam at last edged open his office door to announce, "Nick, there's 
someone here to see you.” 

He nodded, keeping calm under Mallory's deliberate stare. "Send her in.” 

The woman who walked through his door was short and slim and thirty-something, her face a mature near- 
duplicate to the features of the child waiting in his office. The same blue eyes stared into his, the same shade of 
honey-blonde hair tumbled to linen-clad shoulders. "Judge Marshall?" Her smile was warm and professional, yet 
behind it he could sense the tension his phone call of an hour before had caused. "I'm Connie Zielinski--" 

Mallory's jaw dropped and she was on her feet, pounding for the door before the words were fully out of 
the woman's mouth. "Aunt Connie?" 

"Oh my God, baby, it is you!" Her briefcase thudded to the floor as she filled her arms with something 
infinitely more important. "It’s been so long—after all those times you moved, we were sure we'd lost you forever.” 
She stroked her hand over the spill of her niece's golden hair, then stepped back to look the girl up and down. "My 
God, you've grown--you're as tall as I am now." 

Mallory beamed and held on tightly, langhing. "Oh, Aunt Connie, that's not too hard!" 

Nick let them chatter for a few minutes, then edged in, shooing Mallory back toward her comer. "Go pack 
up your stuff . Your aunt and I have some adult talk." She rolled her gleaming eyes at him but obeyed. 

He drew Connie to the opposite corner and lowered his voice. "So what's the deal with her parents?" 

Connie kept her own replies similarly sotto voce as she watched Mallory take her time deliberately stacking 
the books into her backpack. "Mari--her mom, my sister-~always had some problems. She wasn't well, and she was 
a little....". Connie arched a critical brow, "'wild'? She married a man none of the family liked and it seemed the 
more we said about him the more determined she was to stay with him. When they had Mallory, we really tried 
to keep the relationship going--I mean, family is family—but Mari's husband didn't want anything to do with us and 
he made it rough. I kept in touch as best as I could because..." Her voice wavered and she could only point at her 
niece. 

Nick nodded his understanding and gave her a moment before murmuring, "Go on." 

She took a deep breath. "Mari finally ended up being institutionalized for mental problems, and that's when 
her husband split with Mallory. We've--/'ve—been looking for her ever since. I've been sick over what I was afraid 
was going to happen to her. I even hired a private investigator but they had moved so many times that he finally 
lost their trail. And / finally ran out of money." She wiped at her eyes with the tissue Nick handed her. "I mean, 
you can only do so much. For the past few years, all I've been able to do is..." she smiled sheepishly, turning the 
word almost to a question. "Pray?" She laughed. "I tell you, this almost makes me believe in miracles." 

He might not believe in miracles himself, but he was very familiar with fate, including how little he 
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sometimes trusted it. "Now, you know, she came down here looking for you, and if we can't find anyone she's 


going back to an untenable situation. You up for custody?” ie 

The spark in her blue eyes was identical to the feisty gleam in Mallory's. "Are you kidding?—I was aigeys 
listed as guardian on any official papers in case anything happened to her parents. I'll do whatever I have to do. 

"You'll need a good attorney.” 

She squared her shoulders, cocky and confident. "I ama good attorney." 

The comer of his mouth lifted. "Even better. Now I doubt ifher father is going to put up much of a fight, 
because he hasn't even bothered to report her missing. Plus she's of an age where the court considers her desires-- 
her wanting to be with you should count fora lot. So get your paperwork and petitions together and..." He thought 
for a moment, "I'll see if I can't call in a few favors from friends in the family courts division--maybe get your case 
placed in front of someone who's a liberal in the needs of children. Tip the scales to your side." 

She looked impressed, then commented archly, as if teasing, "Why, Judge Marshall, that’s not by the book." 

"What can I say?" He made a helpless gesture. "Maybe that's a book I haven't read yet.” 

"No," she mused slowly, "I think you've read them all. A judge who makes his own rules." She placed 
her hand on his arm and smiled up at him. "I like that.” 

"Nick?" Sam hovered in the doorway, calling out to him a nervous reminder. "You're due in court in seven 
minutes...." 

Connie broke away, as suddenly efficient as he. "We'd better be going--my God, we've already taken up 
so much of your time. Mallory?" 

She was seated on the couch, looking down, swinging her legs and absently kicking the bulging backpack 
on the floor at her feet, a moment later, from the shudder to her narrow shoulders Nick realized she was crying. 
He went to her, his stomach sinking at the prospect of good-bye. "Mal? Hey, this is what you wanted." He 
dropped to one knee in front of her and caught her chin in his fingers, forcing her to meet his gaze. "Home. You 
know that." 

"I know." She bravely mopped at her eyes. "It’s just...I mean, it was fun. And I'll miss you." 

He soothed her with a pat. "Me too.” 

"Will I ever see you again?" Her voice was thick. 

"Do you still trust me?” He helped her to her feet, slung the backpack over her shoulders and tumed her 
over to her aunt. ; 

"Yeah." 

"Then you can count on it." 

She smiled up at him, crooking him down to her level, and whispered in his ear, "Bring the bike.” 

He laughed out loud. 

And then they were gone. 

Sam's voice close behind him as he hastily shrugged into his black robes made him jump. "Nick? You 
okay?" 

"Why wouldn't I be?” He gathered files from his desk, thumbing through the paperwork and making sure 
he had everything he needed, his mind already dismissing the last twenty-four hours and jumping ahead to the next 
five. 

"Well," she chewed at her lower lip, "considering what yesterday was...and what you showed up with this 
morning..." 

"Sam." He shifted his glasses into position. "I'm fine. I had a real good time last night, believe it or not, 
and maybe it was even what I needed because I feel better about a lot of things.” He swigged the last of his cold 
cup of coffee and shoved it aside, straightening his robes as he moved. "Just because your child is gone, you don't 
stop being a parent. I'll never stop missing my daughter, and I'll always wonder what she could have been but..." 
He shrugged, staring at the silent face watching him from a silver frame on his desk, then finished, “at least I had 
the chance to see for myself.” 

"Funny how it all worked out, isn't it?” She propped the door open for him as he made one last sweep of 
his chambers to make sure he hadn't forgotten anything for the afternoon's session in court. "I guess you're right— 
Justice may be blind, but--" 

"No." He touched the picture frame once more, then walked on. "Not this time, Sam. Everything was 
crystal clear.” 
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NICK MARSHALL'S LOFT * 


* AN EXERCISE IN OBSESSION 


THE LESSON 


An alternate universe version of a particular scene in ‘Night Games’ 


Sam was practically naked. é 
Nicholas Marshall froze, his stunned gaze moving down, then back up, her barely-clad body. Samantha...his 


secretary...his very proper and refined secretary...was standing in his loft, smiling seductively at him and wearing 
a skimpy piece of black lace that... 

"Nick?" 

The voice in his ear brought him out of his momentary stupor. "Um... Kelly, I'll..um..." He swallowed. 
"T'll get back to you in an hour.” Automatically, he pushed the button on the cordless phone, ending the connection, 
shoved the antenna down, and reached back to lay it on a table. 

"Okay, why are you dressed like that?" 

"Like what you see, Nick?" She pulled a clasp loose and shook her head; her thick dark hair tumbled about 
her shoulders. "Totally see-through, isn't it?” She lay a hand suggestively on her stomach. 

"Um hum. Like there's nothing there at all," he heard himself say. 

"I could take it off if you'd like," she purred, untying the single thin strap that supported the top. 

He stopped himself before he could nod his encouragement. This was his secretary, for God's sake. In 
all the time they had worked together, she had never—never--given him the slightest indication that she was 
interested in him sexually. Obviously, things had changed. 

"Would you like that, Nick?” 

"No," he lied. 

She began to advance toward him, her hips—her whole body--swaying. He felt his own traitorous body 
responding. "Sam. Now stop. You don't know what you're doing." Or maybe she did. "This... this... this really 
isn't right," he protested feebly as she leaned against him, the curves of her breasts pressing enticingly against his 
chest, her breath warm upon his cheek as she leaned up, her hand resting on his shoulder, kneading. 

"This isn't you. Look, I...um...I really can't let you go any further...” 

She was so soft--and he was suddenly so hard. 

His hands came up to tangle in her hair as she lifted her face to him. His head tilted and bent toward her 


mouth-- 
"Uh..." She drew back suddenly, breaking the spell she had woven about him. "I fooled you, didn't I, 


Nick?" 

He blinked and controlled himself with an effort as she went on, "This is all put-on--to prove to you that 
I have what it takes." She took and held his hands, rubbing her cheek against his left palm. "See? I can do 
anything your private investigator friend can do. Seduce the bad guy. Get him to squeal.” 

"Very convincing performance, Sam." Nick's jaw clenched with anger as well as with frustration. This was 
all she was after? This was all she wanted?--a chance to prove to him that she could be a Night Watchman? Didn't 
she ever /isten to him when he explained why he needed her on the outside? Didn't she realize he was trying to 
protect her? Didn't she know--didn't she care--what she had just done to him? 

His eyes narrowed. This lady needs to be taught a lesson... 


* * % 
When Sam had conceived her plan to make Nick see that she was capable of helping him in his off-the- 
bench endeavors, she had been afraid he would be upset with her, but she had dismissed the idea. The cold fury 


she saw in his face now surpassed all her earlier fears. Visions of losing her job and, worse, of never seeing Nick 
again flashed across her mind. 
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"Very convincing," he repeated. He caught her wrists with an almost bruising force. His voice had gone 
harsh, his eyes cold. "You convinced me-al/ of me." 

He jerked her against him, snaking one hand down to splay across her buttocks and pull her tightly against 
him. She gasped at the taut, denim-covered ridge pressing against her stomach, suddenly, belatedly, realizing that 
he might have taken her too seriously. 

"Nick, I--" 

"You think you can just walk in here dressed like a whore and throw yourself at me and then say, 'Oh it 
was just a joke'?" His lip curled in a sneer. "There's a name for women like you: cockteasers." The fingers on 
her rump tightened, squeezing. "You know, ten minutes ago I wouldn't even have said a word like that in front of 
you, much less call you one. Just goes to show how fast things can change, huh?" 

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to..." Her voice caught. 

"Didn't mean to what? Didn't mean to give me a hard-on and then walk away from it?" 

She shook her head wordlessly. 

"Then what the hell did you have in mind, lady?" 

"| just wanted to show you that I can..." She choked, then managed to finish repeating her often-rehearsed 
speech. "That I can do anything Kelly can. That I can seduce the bad guys.” 

"Fine. I'm obviously convinced. But you didn't finish what you started." He abruptly released her and 
stepped back, spreading his arms in invitation. "Don't stop now. Here I am--one of the bad guys. Seduce me." 

"Nick..." She shut her eyes, unable to bear the nasty smile on his face. "I didn't... I never intended to... 
to go through with this." 

"Cocktease,” he said flatly. 

"I'm not!" Her eyes snapped open. If anything, his smile was nastier. 

"What would you call yourself then?" 

She stared at him, lips quivering, eyes filling with tears, then tamed to fumble blindly for her coat. "I'm 
sorry to have bothered you, Judge Marshall," she whispered. 

"Oh yeah. You bothered me all right." His arms circled her from behind, trapping her. "And now you 
think you're just going to walk away and leave me like this and pretend nothing ever happened? Not a chance." 

His mouth came down on the curve of her neck, and she started as his teeth nipped her. "Nick!" 

"I think I'll see if you are as good as Kelly," he murmured. One arm tightened about her waist, the other 
swept up to slip a hand inside the top of her teddy and shove it down, exposing her breasts. "Pretty. Very pretty." 
He cupped first one, then the other, rubbing his thumb across each nipple in tum, ignoring her struggles and low, 
helpless cries. 

"Stop it, Nick." Halfheartedly, she tried to kick backwards at him, but he evaded her efforts with laughable 
ease. "This isn't like you." This can't be happening! He's playing some horrible trick on me, trying to make me 
think... 

"No?" He began to move toward the futon, walking her in front of him like a large doll. "But then what 
you just did wasn't like the Sam I know and love. If you can be somebody else tonight, maybe I can too." 

He can't do this to me! I have a black belt in karate! Why can't I get away... 

She screamed as he pushed her face-down upon the futon and fell across her, holding her motionless. His 
breath was hot against her ear, his strong hands pinning her wrists as his body began to move slowly, back and 
forth. 

"I hope you're not still a virgin," he whispered. "I'd hate to see a classy woman like you lose her virginity 
like this." He forced her legs apart and slid a knee between her thighs, pressing upward. "I guess I'll find out pretty 
soon, huh?" 

"Nick!" She twisted, seeking escape, sobbing with humiliation. 

"Maybe I'll tie you down. Or hold you like this and take you from behind. Or—" 

"Stop it, Nick! This is rape!" 

His body went still atop hers. When he spoke again, his voice was low and, surprisingly, gentle. 

"Sam...sweetheart...do you think your mythical 'bad guy' is just going to stop when you ask him to?" He 
lifted himself off her and stood. She heard him take a deep breath. "This was all an act too—just like yours—only 
I wanted to prove to you that you don't have what it takes." 

"You...you bastard!" she hissed. "I hate you.” 
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His voice went cold again. "I'd rather have you hate me for the rest of your life than have you end up in 
a real situation that you couldn't handle--to see you really raped. I don't like seeing people I care about get hurt-- 
and I've seen too much of it.". He made a sound, as if he wanted to say more, then stalked away. Sam heard the 
bathroom doors slide shut and the click of a lock being tumed. 

Tears slid down her cheeks as she rose and stumbled across the room to get her coat. As always, he was 
right--about everything. She had made a total fool of herself and hurt someone she cared about in the process. 
Readjusting her teddy, then wrapping the comforting wool tightly about herself, she pulled a barstool out from the 
table and sat down to wait. : 

It seemed hours before Nick reappeared. He stopped short, eyebrows lifting in surprise. 

"I thought you'd be long-gone.” 

"I couldn't leave. Not before I apologize." To her further embarrassment, she felt herself beginning to cry 
again. "I want to be part of your team, but... You're right. I don't... I couldn't... And I shouldn't have come here 
and... I was acting like a... a... what you said." 

He shook his head and tumed to tear a strip of paper toweling loose. Dropping to one knee in front of her, 
he gently blotted her cheeks. "You're a cocktease and I'm a rapist," he said quietly. "I think we're even." 

She dared to look at him and hesitantly returned his smile. "I'm sorry. Forgive me?” 

"If you'll forgive me. I only wanted to teach you a lesson, but...". He reached up to brush the hair back 
from her face. "Maybe I did get a little carried away. You're a very beautiful-and very desirable--woman, 
Samantha. Remember that, and don't come on to somebody unless you mean it." 

She nodded. "Are we still friends?" 

"Of course.” 

She leaned forward and touched her lips to his cheek. "Drive me home? I took a cab over." 

"Absolutely. I'll even take you on the bike, if you want." He lay a hand over hers and squeezed lightly. 
"And on the way, I'll explain to you-again—why I don't want you to work with me after hours." 

"Maybe I'll pay attention this time,” she promised. 
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DAMAGED GOODS 


The pain was incredible. 

Great arcing swirling pulses of it burst through him at every landed blow, at every slap to his face and 
pinch to his flesh from expert, practiced hands, at each nastily sharp nip from quick nibbling teeth that worried at 
his lips, his throat, his earlobes. 

It felt terrific. 

Nick Marshall threw back his head against the thin motel pillow and moaned. 

He was close, so close, arching and writhing on the frayed sheets covering the cheap mattress. The half- 
naked call girl straddling him raised her arm, then brought it down again in a sharp, back-handed blow across his 
face, her little flashing silver ring catching him at the jaw line with a sting that meant more blood than bruise. He 
caught her wrist, forced her to splay her fingers into catclaws, dragged the sharp nails down his cheek, and smiled. 

She jerked her hand out of his grip even as he savored the sting. "Easy, Judge," she whispered, bending 
close and biting the curve of his ear between words, "too much and even after a three-day weekend you won't look 
good enough for the bench." 

His words escaped rough and harsh and desperate. "Don't care. Hit me again-harder." His body was 
throbbing, the pressure in his groin close to unbearable, a time-delayed explosion begging to be fired off. 

He wasn't even in her--didn't have to be, didn't want to be, in this, his own personal and peculiar safe-sex 
ritual. The line was fine between pleasure and pain, and he'd crossed it so long ago that the softer finer things were 
only dim memories belonging to another life, another time, and the person who once lived there. The Nick Marshall 
of now reeled like a willing cripple into his own personal purgatory/paradise where salvation and satisfaction came 
only through hurt. 

Her open palm smacked his mouth; he felt blood flow as his lip puffed, as swollen and painful as his cheek 
and one eye had gone. It felt good. He went detached from himself, knowing only the satiation of overstimulation, 
his mind and body eternally cross-wired, perpetually short-circuited to respond to directed cruelty as if it were the 
most tender of affection. 

Her next blow sent him rock-hard and ready. 

When she dropped her mouth to his chest, took one nipple between her teeth, and bit down hard, he came 
with a scream that echoed through the night. 


ee 
"Judge?" 
He flinched, awareness and the semblance of what he laughingly called "sanity" returning. "Don't call me 
that, Tiff.” 


"Okay." She shrugged, barely pausing as she carefully removed the condom she insisted all her tricks wear, 
then cleaned him with a damp cloth. Tiffany was nothing if not considerate-she always gave the customer exactly 
what he wanted—but her touch had gone mechanical, impersonal, detached; as detached as he'd now become. "I 
forgot you don't like to be reminded where and how we met.” 

"You meet a lot of interesting people from behind the bench," he allowed, sitting up as she slid off him. 
His head ached, face smarting worse than some of the times he'd been worked over, and there was blood streaking 
his neck and chest. He'd known her almost a year now, since she'd first come up before him when she'd been busted 
working the bondage parlor in the Valley with a little more enthusiasm than was legal, and he had realized that with 
her was the solution for his increasingly disturbing needs. 

Wouldn't the rest of the Night Watchmen be surprised at this "recruit"? He laughed softly, without humor. 
Tiffany smiled in rote response, handing him his boxers and undershirt. "Done for the night, Ju-" She caught 
herself. "Mr. Marshall?" 
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"Yeah, Tiff. Thanks.” He found his pants, folded neatly across the cheap chair next to the bed, and stepped 
into them. "How much do I owe you?" 

"Don't worry about it." She winked. "What do you call it--community service?” ees F 

He shrugged into his pinstripe shirt, fingers trembling over the buttons, then shoved the shirttails into his 
trousers and zipped. "Yeah. I guess so." They both knew equally well that in hie courtroom, she slwaye got off 
with time served. P ‘ 

He finished dressing, climbing back into the clothes he'd wor at court that day, feeling more lightheaded 
than usual after this evening's encounter. Tiffany came up behind him when he was readjusting his disarranged hair 
in the cracked bureau mirror, while at the same time trying to avoid looking at his battered face. Tiffany was good 
and careful---she never broke anything, or scarred anything permanently--so he knew that by Tuesday he'd be 
presentable again. 

"Judge?--I mean Mr. Marshall--" 

"Nick." 

"Nick." Her hand closed on his shoulder. "You're worrying me." 

"Huh? What do you mean?" He touched at his swollen lip with the tip of his tongue and winced. 

"Maybe you haven't noticed, but...it's taking more and more to...you know.” She rushed her response to 
answer the puzzlement in his eyes. "To get you off. What's it gonna take next time?" She dropped her head. "I 
don't like hurting...nice guys.” 

"Whoever told you I was a'nice guy', Tiff?" He gave her a cold smile. "Don't worry about it.” 

She tumed him toward her, searching his face, her expression laced with concern. "You really don't look 
too good tonight. Do you want a wet towel before you leave?" 

"No thanks." He snugged up his tie, then took his glasses from the breast pocket of his suitcoat and put 
them on. Even their light pressure across the bridge of his nose hurt. "I'll take care of it later." That was another 
perverse part of it--to remain dirty, marked by the encounter, until he had returned to the spartan enclosure of the 
space called "home". 

"If you're sure....". Her eyes were bright with doubt. 

"I told you not to worry, Tiffany." Her concem filled him with illogical discomfort. He patted himself 
down, locating car keys and billfold. From the latter he pulled a twenty and placed it on the nightstand, an 
ephemeral smile flicking over his swollen mouth. "Buy yourself a nice dinner, okay?" 

"Okay." She looked away as he went out the door, closing it quietly behind him on what he knew had been 
their last time together. 

As he started his car and pulled out into the heavy boulevard traffic of a Friday night, he realized he'd 
crossed yet another line. But what the hell did it matter? 

Why should a whore care when he himself didn't? 


eee 


Kelly Cochran was tired of waiting. "Five minutes more, Nick." She set the timer on her sport watch, 
staring as the seconds ticked digitally down. "Four." She stood, got herself a mineral water from her private stock 
in his fridge, and sat back down on his futon. "Three. I'm really getting bored here." She used the remote to flick 
on his TV, and channel-surfed through the VHF and UHF dial. "No cable. Least you could do if you're going to 
make me hang out here all night is give me MTV and American Movie Classics. Two." 

She stood at "one"-just as she heard his car pull into the alleyway leading to his loft. "Perfect timing, 
Nick. Another minute and I'd've made a guilt-free getaway." She sat back down and from a large box started 
pulling out the copies of the county tax records he'd asked her to obtain earlier in the week, laying them out on the 
low table in front of her. "No holiday weekends for the wicked...” 

Nick dragged through the door with a gait so weary she instantly cut him some slack for what must've been 
a hell of a day in court. "Forgot that we were getting together after work tonight, didn't you, Nick?” she 
affectionately needled. 

"Shit." To her surprise, he backpedaled at her words, hand slamming the master switch at the entrance to 
the loft, killing the lights--but not before she thought she'd glimpsed blood on his face. 

"Nick?" She rose, starting toward him. "You okay?" Something was wrong—she could feel it. 
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"Yeah. I'm fine.” His face was averted, turned away from even the pale emergency light fixtures that kept 
the loft from total darkness. 

"No, you're not.” 

"Kelly." His voice was thick as he tried to edge past her, still staring at the floor. "I'm not at my best 
tonight. Go home.” 

"No." Her heart was pounding as she circled around him, keeping a step ahead on her way to the 
lightswitch. 

He lunged at the last instant, sucking in an angry breath, his hand catching her wrist too late. "Kelly, damn 
you, don't--" The loft flooded with light. 

"Oh my God." She felt as if she'd been punched in the stomach as she looked at his swollen, battered face. 
"You've been mugged, haven't you?” Even as she said it she knew she was wrong, for his hair was tidy, his judge- 
glasses sitting straight, his suit as clean and pressed as always. 

He only stared at her, in cold malevolent silence, frozen and still. 

"Nick?" She moved forward, placed gentle fingers on his forearm. "What the hell is going on?” 

He broke away, avoiding her question by answering another. "Yes, 1 forgot you were coming over." He 
crossed the room with long, angry strides, dropping his briefcase on the table. "Isn't that obvious?" 

"What happened to you?" 

"Stay away." He held up an arresting hand. "And go home. I don't have to tell you a thing.” 

"Oh, yes you do.” Inspiration struck as she scooped up his portable phone and flicked it open. "Or I'll dial 
911 and tell them there's a beating victim here and they need to send paramedics. And then what are you going 
to do?" 

His dark eyes flashed, going wild, out of control. "You really wanna know what happened, Kelly? Okay, 
fine! I had a whore beat me up tonight, just for kicks. And guess what?--it wasn't the first time either! Now will 
you get off my back and get the hell out of here?” 

His words stunned her to momentary silence as she slowly shook her head. 

He went on, voice harsh and angry. "Sick, isn't it? Disgusting. I can read it in your face." He was 
trembling so violently that she could see it from clear across the room. His fists clenched on the edge of the table, 
knuckles going white from the pressure. "Haven't you always wondered, Kel, why I don't react to your 
advances...why all I could do was give you a squeeze and maybe a friendly little kiss--and not even that anymore?" 
He searched her face, scowling at her lack of response. "This is not a rhetorical question--answer me, dammit!” 

She pulled words out of her shock. "No. I never thought much--I mean.... With your wife dead--" 

"This is the only way I can get it up... find release. I still have needs, but somehow, along the way, they've 
gotten twisted... and I have to take care of them however I can." His voice wavered. "With anything--anyone--good 
and kind, I can't. It just doesn't work. There's too much hurt inside and this is the only way I can let it out.” 

She pressed her hand against her mouth, as if by that gesture she could hold back her horror. "Oh, Nick, 
I'm so sorry." 

"Sorry you asked?" 

"No. Sorry for you....” 

Don't be." He gave her a parody of a grin. "I wanted it, I asked for it, and I got it. Christ, did I get it, 
all wrapped up with a bow like every present I ever wanted." He swallowed, his facade crumbling. "So now you 
know my dirty little secret. Are you happy?" The bruised face folded, contorting with inner pain, and he sat down 
heavily, right on the floor as if his legs couldn't hold him one second longer. 

A moment later, she realized he'd started to cry. 

She did the only thing she could--got a washcloth, filled a basin with warm water, and, with an admonition 
that they'd talk about it later, cleaned him up. 


a 
She sat in the dark and by the neon glow of the kanji decorating one wall, watched him sleep. He was 
stretched out on the futon, naked under the sheets and quilt, an icepack still against his left cheek and his face dotted 


with the yellow stain of hydrogen peroxide antiseptic. She'd filled him full of aspirin and made him drink a glass 
of warm milk laced with brandy, then sat beside him, listening to his confession. He'd told her everything--how 
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it had begun, how it had deteriorated, how he felt-knew--that he would never be normal again. ; 

He hadn't listened to a thing she'd said—not her pleas to seek counseling, to stop this latest twist on his 
eternally self-destructive behavior, to let her help him. The catharsis that had finally allowed him sleep at midnight 
had tor her heart in half. 

She reached out one hand, stroking his forehead, petting him tenderly like a lost child. "I knew you mete 
screwed up, Nick, but never this bad.” She removed the icepack, then let her hand drift down over his face, ina 
light, feathery caress over where his skin was unmarked. To her surprise, he sighed, muttering something incoherent 
in response to her touch, his face relaxing under the bruises and settling into peace. 

Tears came to her eyes. "You liked that, Nick." Her fingertip traced the skin behind his ear, fluffing and 
tangling in fine strands of damp hair. He drew another deep, satisfied breath, reached up and trapped her hand in 
place, nuzzling gently. "And that too.” 

She sat still, watching him for several minutes, thinking, while the heat from his skin suffused her palm 
and sent a shared warmth through her body. Something about what he'd said before...it wasn't nght... 

On sudden impulse she rose, unfastening and dropping her sundress and slipping off her panties, then eased 
aside the covers and slid next to him in bed. She circled him in her arms, pulling his body next to hers, skin on 
skin, her hands shaping over his smooth back, then dropping down, cradling and cupping and caressing. 

He came slowly awake, more cautious than suspicious, assessing her carefully through slitted, night-dark 
eyes. "Kelly. What are you doing?" 

She brought one hand up, her thumb massaging his temple. "Why do you lie to yourself, Nick?" 

"What?" Only now did he shift, trying to put some space between them. 

She refused to let him move, hooking one leg over his hip to keep him in place. "Why did you feel that 
that was the only way you could have it?--that you can't respond to something 'good and kind'?" 

"Because...." He swallowed, shaking his head, and closed his eyes. 

"Don't you look away from me, Nick. I touched you while you were sleeping and you liked it--a lot." 

"That's something entirely different--" 

"You bet it is. Our friend 'Judge Marshall’ is out to punish himself for some sin, some failing he can't 
expiate. But 'Nick’...inside..." She traced a tender finger down the center of his chest. "When 'Nick' doesn't have 
a chance to stop and think about it, / think he still likes it soft and gentle. He's just told himself he doesn't deserve 

it" 

"Go away, Dr. Ruth." He sounded infinitely weary. 

"Not unless--not until—you give it a try." 

The muscles of his jaw tensed. "Nothing will happen.” 

"How do you know?" 

His voice was a hiss in the darkness. "Because it never does!" 

"Give ita chance. Let me show you." She smiled to herself and kissed the tip of his nose. "Just lie still 
and think about justice." 

"Fine. It's your wasted evening." 

"It's certainly not my ego," she agreed. 

She kept her hands, her lips, all her motions gentle, slow, tender, doing the antithesis of all that the marks 
on his face and body implied. She skimmed light kisses over his face, down his throat, dropping her mouth to graze 
her lips over the sharp sweet ridge ofhis collarbone. Her fingers explored him, moving, seeking, touching, and even 
tickling. She drew her foot up along the line of the back of his calf, kneading with her toes in the concavity behind 
his knee. She pressed the heat of her womanhood against his thigh and rocked against him, murmuring and 
moaning. 

He didn't make a sound. 

She reached down to his groin and, even after her best efforts, closed her fingers around softness. 

"Told you." He met her eyes unblinking as her own filled with tears. "Thanks for trying.” 

"Maybe if you took a little initiative, Nick..." 

"Why bother?" With a sigh he disengaged from her embrace and sat up. 

"You let it get this far--you can stop it if you want. It’s not too late." She wrapped her arms around his 
body from behind and kissed the back of his neck. 

His head dropped, voice lowering. "Sandy used to do that.” 
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"Does that mean that no one else can? Or should?” 

"Don't know." He shook his head, slowly, his unfastened hair brushing lightly over the nape of his neck, 
the top of his shoulders. 

"It doesn't, Nick. There's only so many ways to do it--nobody has an exclusivity contract on sexual 
practices.” 

"Now wouldn't that be a bitch for a contract lawyer to try to enforce?" He gave a short laugh, shaking his 
grease vi felt his body relax back against her. "Can you imagine what the courtroom would be like with those kind 
of cases?" 

She giggled at the image, hugging him. "Horton's mother would probably make him quit his job.” 

When he looked back over his shoulder at her, his eyes were glittering with unshed tears--laughter or pain, 
she couldn't tell. She squeezed him more tightly to her, her breasts yielding soft against his back, her hands 
traveling up and down over the muscles of his chest and belly. When she dropped them lower, into his lap, this 
time she found the encouragement of a half-response. 

Into his ear she whispered, "Let me try again.” He nodded, yielding, turning toward her as they lay back 
down. 

"Maybe this time...I'll try with you." 

For whatever reason--the memory of a kiss, the moment of laughter--something that had failed before was 
now working, something soft and sweet and tender as the past. He was moving with her, his hands sliding up and 
down her body, his gestures tentative and awkward as if the skewing of time had robbed him of the ability to 
conjure tenderness. As he followed her lead, he relearned. 

She kissed his bruises, lightly, delicately, washing away their humiliating sting as she snuggled and nuzzled 
and murmured encouragement. Her hands dropped again, finding him at last ready, and she opened to him, guiding 
him in. 

He found initiative, pressing her onto her back, moving atop her with long, restrained strokes that first made 
her tingle, then throb and quiver and vibrate until, to her surprise, she found unexpected release beneath him. He 
crushed her to him, pushing harder, faster, deeper, groaning as he travelled to join her in completion. He stiffened 
suddenly, straining forward with a deep fulfilling thrust that brought her off again, made her see sparks and 
rainbows, hear the rapturous song of nightingales. 

He pressed his mouth against hers, and nipped her hard. 

She jerked back, body still spasming, for just that instant comprehending in the quick rush of pleasure-pain 
what it was he sought. 

He bit his own lip as he came, bringing blood and crying out, then collapsed atop her, breathing hard. 

"Nick." She cupped his face in her palms and raised his head to stare reproachfully into his eyes. He gazed 
back utterly without remorse, dark-eyed and implacable. "That wasn't fair. That's not what we were trying to do." 
She touched the blood away from his mouth with a comer of the sheet. 

He shook his tousled head and held up one apologetic hand, giving her a wry smile as he disengaged. 
"Well, Kelly, you can't expect miracles the first time, can you?" 

But the next time, he kissed her soft. 


Yat 


From the Home Office at the Chatsworth Triumph Dealership 


THE TOP TEN REJECTED LINES FROM "DARK JUSTICE" 


10. "Who's been using my hair mousse?" 


9. "Yes, we could follow him, bug his apartment, and terrorize him out of town--but it would 
be wrong.” 


8. "So that's why you're called 'Moon.'" 

7. "You know something, Horton? You're right!" 

6. "Oh my God, Nick--what are you doing to that motorcycle?" 

5. "That does it~she gets kidnapped one more time, we're just not coming after her." 

4. "Hey, that woman over there is fully clothed!" 

3. "You can just save your own honky ass from now on, white boy." 

2. "Remember me? I used to have my own hit series. Now I'm guest-starring in this crap." 


1. "You have the right to remain silent..." 


- Jane Mailander 


WEDDING BELLE BLUES 


a “Dark Justice" romance 


"You know, I've been trying for so long to bury my wife..." 
"Do you feel like you finally have?" 
"I've come to realize J never will...but that's okay. She's a part of me. That's the way it's supposed to be." 
"Did you leave room for anybody else?" 
"Maybe. Takes time." 
"I know." 
Nick and Kelly, 
"Second Anniversary" 


Part One 


He'd reread the letter often enough since it had landed on his desk just that afternoon that he practically 
had it memorized. 


To: The Honorable Judge Nicholas Marshall 
Superior Court, Fifth District 


Dear Judge Marshall, 


As you are no doubt aware, the recent retirement of Justice Carolyn Brewer has left a vacancy on 
the state appellate court. Your consistent and exemplary record over the past seven years with 
regards to the application of state and federal law has brought you to my attention as a potential 
appointee to fill that vacancy.... 


Bringing the letter home to look it over there hadn't changed the message one bit, from the embossed state 
seal at the top of the stationery, to the name at the bottom. Nick ran his finger over the scrawled signature, 
wondering if it really was the governor's, or just one of those Speed-o-graph automatic pens most politicos were so 
fond of. 

No matter. The offer extended was genuine. As a matter of fact, so genuine that, if he was reading 
between the lines correctly, the appointment was his, if he chose to take it. 

He shook his head in amazement and wondered how he'd managed to keep fooling the system all these 

ears. 
He looked at the official correspondence one last time, then folded the letter and slid it into the kitchen 
drawer that held his unpaid bills. He'd have to consider it later--the team was meeting tonight, and he was already 
running late enough as it was without further trying to puzzle out his future. 

He picked up the portable phone, started to hit the third memory button, then remembered he hadn't loaded 
the new number on the scrap of paper that was pushpinned to the edge of the kitchen table. He stabbed it quickly, 
waited for three rings, and swore softly under his breath when he got the answering machine. 

Her recorded voice was lighter and more cheerful than he'd known it in the past three years. "Hi! You've 
reached Matt and Kelly's. We can't come to the phone right now, but whether you're RSVPing for the wedding or 
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just trying to get in touch with us, leave a name and number and we'll get back to you soon.” 
get i supposed to be home. The best laid plans... He began to speak as soon as the beep cued, his 
voice low and urgent. "Kelly, it's Nick. We're meeting tonight. It's imperative that you.come to the loft-- 

"Nick--hi, I'm here, I'm here, hang on.” Bags rusted, then fell to the floor witha thump. "Just got in from 
picking up the dress. You should see it--it's beauti—" 

"Kelly. I need you here tonight.” : a 

"Nick." Her voice rose and fell with reproach. "You know I can't do this anymore. Not since I-- 

"Kelly." He licked his lips. "We need you.” 

"Matt won't like--" 

"Make some kind of excuse. Okay?” He didn't give her the chance to pause for a thought. "See you here 
in an hour." He hung up in the middle of her final, futile protest. 

He knew her, she'd come. He snapped his fingers in triumph. "Bingo." 

The other two already knew about it, they were due any minute now, and he'd damn well better start setting 
up. If he was lucky, he might even have time for a showet.... : 

He thought he heard the van outside already. Or maybe not. He unclipped his hair, gave it a cursory 
shake-out, then tured to unpack the lavish catered spread he'd picked up on the way home from the courthouse. 
His smile went wry and distant as he set out the deli and vegetable snack trays, then fished the pre-packaged hot 
entrees from the bottom of the bags. 

The farewell meeting of the Night Watchmen deserved something better than their usual beer and Chinese 
take-out. 


wee he 


The elevator was filled with balloons. 

Nick made a sound of disgust as he swept aside the flock of multicolored latex and dangling mylar ribbons. 
"Gibs, I told you no decorations." 

"Lighten up, Your Honor." Gibs' face poked out through the brilliant bobbing sea, grinning at him. "I 
coordinated a shoot today--a party scene. We had all these balloons left over and, as boss man, I made an executive 
decision and--" 

"Stow it, Gibs." He sighed with resignation and tumed away. "Bring 'em in. But don't leave 'em here 
when we're done.” 

Gibs. A married man now--not even newlywed, but six months into his state of wedded bliss-and, at last, 
truly successful in what he was cut out to do in the film industry. Nick had never thought the kid would straighten 
his act up enough to go big-time, but.... 


"Nick's not gonna like' what?" 

They'd clammed up the second he'd come through the back door of Violet Brown's small and cozy house, 
surprising Gibs and Kelly and their hostess into an immediate and guilty silence. Kelly put down the rounds of blue 
and white tulle she was making their reception favors with and gave him a disarming smile that he didn't buy into 
Jor an instant. "Wedding prep, that's all. Girl things. You know. All the stuff boys hate." Gibs and Violet, holding 
hands, exchanged a secret glance but added nothing further to the conversation, which his entrance seemed to have 
not only killed but completely laid to rest. 

"Right." He put down the bag of rice he'd been sent to the market to fetch and stared pointedly around 
the kitchen. 

Kelly broke first, as he'd known she would. "What are you looking for, Nick?" 

"The cat that got your tongues." Uninvited, he pulled up one of the chairs and joined their circle. Kelly 

Sidgeted. "Now what am I not gonna like?" 

Gibs gave him a sheepish grin. "I got an effects job, Nick. Nota freelance gig--a permanent position with 
one of the big guys. Ever heard of LightShows, Inc.?" 

He shrugged and nodded. He had, vaguely, in the same way that years ago one might have sort of heard 
of ILM. 

“They got in touch with me after the mess on that shoot in Puerto Vallarta~said they were impressed with 
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not just my ability but my integrity, so...". Gibs' smile grew. "You're looking at their new on-location effects 
coordinator." 

Now he was impressed. "Congratulations, Gibs. What more can you ask for?—a new wife, a new job...” 

Violet supplied quietly, "Maybe in a new town." Gibs flinched, looking down and away, his shoulders 
hunching as if he braced himself against Nick's reaction. 

They were right--he didn't like the news one bit. He kept his voice level. "LightShows is based..." 

"Up north." Gibs flashed his most engaging smile, trying to project his luck and enthusiasm through his 
aura of guilt. "I start in three weeks--right after we get back from our honeymoon. Right now, I'm working projects 
based locally, but there's a possibility they'll want to relocate me in the future if the company expands the way they 
expect. And no matter where I end up there's going to be some travel involved." He spoke more quickly. "But you 
don't have to worry about it, Nick. I'll still be around a lot--" 

"Hey." He pasted a smile on his face, reached over and shook Gibs' hand. "This is your life, man. You 
do me you have to do. I'm happy for you." He pushed back his chair and rose, giving him a parting nod. "We'll 
work it out." 


They had--sort of. Gibs, balancing his double life as best as he could, had yet to let him or the rest of the 
Night Watchmen down. He'd really changed; in fact, one could even apply the word "matured" to him, as long as 
it was kept to a loose definition of the concept. 

Trouble was, it had gotten awfully hard to continue to ask a guy with not only such a bright future, but a 
loving someone to come home to, to continue to sacrifice not only his spare time but maybe even his life on more 
risky noctumal escapades. And so Nick hadn't, for two months now. 

"Take care of these, will you, Nick?" Gibs manhandled the helium flock into the loft, then turned back 
toward the elevator. "I have to go down and get some other stuff from the van. Be nght back." 

Nick sighed. There were still some constants--tonight's definition of Gibs’ personal growth was obviously 
going to have to be very loose. He fought the urge to look for a pin and instead shoved the snarl of balloons out 
of the immediate vicinity, then left them to drift as he tore open packages of party ware. 

Moon's arrival beat Gibs' eventual return. "Nicky, Nicky, we're gonna have ourselves one hell of a party." 
He set down the case of liquor bottles, then stared around the loft with a critical tilt to his head. "Love what you've 
done to the place." 

"Right," Nick deadpanned in return. "Next week I add the carousel and the peanut vendors. Listen, we're 
running out of time. Did you bring the banner?” 

Moon started to unfold a sheaf of computer paper, Nick stopped him before more than a few yards of the 
printed message could unfurl. "Ask Gibs to hang it as soon as he gets back up here. Can you fill the ice bucket 
and get the bottles to chilling?" He bent briefly over the case, snooping. "What'd you bring?” 

"The best from the bar. Perrier-Jouet, Moet et Chandon, and..." He produced the last with a flourish, "Dom 
Perignon.” 

"Great." Nick suddenly remembered the stemware he'd scored on sale at Cost Plus the week before, and 
pulled it from the sideboard. "I put a bottle of sparkling cider for you in the fridge, since you aren't supposed to 
drink anymore." 

Moon grunted denial. "Hell, Nick, don't worry about it. A little bubbly won't kill me." He smiled. "To 
toast her proper I'd risk another heart attack.” 

"Oh, no, you won't." Nick's voice lowered. "I don't want to go through that again." 

Moon just shrugged as he passed him on the way to the freezer. "Like I do?" 

Nick snuck an assessing peak at the old man as, with his best barkeep demeanor, he iced down the bottles 
of champagne. Moon was looking good--especially considering that, just about four months ago, he'd been clinically 


dead from a massive coronary... 


"Abort!" Nick toggled the connection of his headset and paged Gibs and Kelly. "Repeat, abort! 
Something's wrong with Moon." He broke contact, pivoting and racing to where the old man had crumpled onto 
the pavement of the visitors' parking lot of the aerospace building. 

Moon was on his knees, wheezing far more than just the dash through the parking structure when their 
mark had moved should have caused, one hand clenched over his heart. “Don't pull the sting, Nick. We might not 
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get another chance at him--" 3 : 

"It can wait. Now shut up and lie down." He caught Moon's shoulders, tried to force him to recline. 

Moon, stubborn as always, fought him. "No." He spoke through gritted teeth as he massaged the center 
of his chest. "I'm just a little tight through here, Nicky. Don't worry about it...bad pasta..." 

"Like hell.” Nick hit the switch again, buzzed into Kelly's headset. "Dial 911--send ‘em to the north end 
of SysNet's lot, by the credit union ATM." 

She sounded scared. "What's wrong?" 2 

Saying it made it too real. "I think Moon's having a heart attack." He disconnected again. 

Moon, in denial, was shaking his head. "C'mon, Nick. Let me stand up--walk it off--" With a sudden cry 
so fierce and full of pain that it almost seemed melodramatic, he keeled over. 

"Moon!" Nick wasted no time; with reflexes born during his years as a street cop often first on the scene 
of violence and mayhem, he assessed Moon's vital signs and found them absent. "Damn you, Moon. No sting is 
worth your life..." 

By the time Kelly and Gibs raced around the corner, sweat-soaked and breathless, he was already 
performing CPR. Between puffs of air and chest compressions, his head swirling with surrealism as he worked over 
the still body of his long-time friend, he rewrote the night's improv drama to excuse their presence there. 

"You two need to be lost before the paramedics get here. Bring the van around and get my bike out of it-- 
park it by the ATM. I'll tell 'em I came by to pull some cash and found this old guy here in trouble." He tried to 
keep his voice steady. "I'll find out what hospital they're taking him to and we'll rendezvous there in one hour." 
They both nodded as they spun to carry out his instructions, while distant sirens echoed through the darkness. "One 
thing more." Nick paused, swallowing. "Say a prayer, guys. It doesn't look too good..." 


Moon had made it, of course, thanks to a triple bypass and an inherently stubbom constitution. He'd hated 
the weeks of recuperation that had removed him from the team in all but a strictly advisory capacity, itching to 
retum to action. But even though he'd now been pronounced fit enough to see one-hundred provided he took care 
of himself, Nick knew he could never allow Moon to risk his life in the abstract pursuit of justice again, and had 
signed off his 5000 hours of community service as time successfully served. 

Everything was changing. He shoved trash back into the now-empty bags, washed down the kitchen table 
and tried not to think about it. 

"Gentlemen!" Gibs re-entered at last, juggling a pink bakery box and a ridiculous French accent. "I 'ave 
le piece de resistance... le cake!" 

"You didn't screw it up, did you, Gibsy?” 

"Have some faith in me, guys.” He flipped up the lid and allowed them a peak. 

Moon and Nick exchanged looks and nods, Moon conceding, "Perfect." 

"Too perfect.” Nick passed his damp hands down the jeans he'd changed into, too late remembering towel 
etiquette, and needled, "I'll bet Violet ordered it. Didn't she, Gibs?" 

"Nick. I am offended." He put the appropriate expression on his face. "I am shocked that you would--" 

"Save it for someone who cares and get that banner up." He glanced at his watch. "We have exactly 
twelve minutes to zero hour." 
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"Nick Marshall, you couldn't have picked a worse night for this. I'll have you know that--" 

He snapped on the lights as Kelly roared through the door, right on time, purse swinging and blonde hair 
bouncing in rhythm with her angry strides. Her pace faltered, expression in a heartbeat shifting from stormy to 
stunned as Moon and Gibs called out in lusty good humor, "Surprise!" 

Nick could only look at her, suspended and silent at the realization that what they once might have had was 
now well and truly past. 

"Oh my God....". Her voice cracked as she pressed her hands to her mouth, tears welling into her eyes. 
"What's going on?" She jumped a little as, across the room, Moon expertly popped a champagne cork and started 
to pour, while Gibs captured the moment with a Polaroid camera. 

Nick scooped up the first glass and carried it to her, substituting its crystal stem for the purse strap clenched 
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tight in her fingers. "Congratulations, Kelly." He felt an absurd tightening in his throat. "This won't be the best 
bridal shower you've had, but we've all been together too long to let your wedding go by without...” 

Her moist eyes swept over the loft, over the multi-colored banner reading "Best Wishes, Kelly", with its 
computer-graphic wedding bells and doves and surrounding forest of balloons...at the pink and white sheet cake that 
repeated the banner's message, this time beside an arbor of roses...at the brightly-wrapped pile of presents stacked 
on the table in front of Nick's futon. She shook her head, still dazed. "I don't believe..." Then she laughed. "I 
can't believe you guys fooled me!" 

Gibs and Moon closed in on her for hugs and kisses, spilling their champagne as they squeezed and lifted 
and spun her. Nick started to say something, then let Moon get away with one glass of the real stuff after all. The 
old man was right--Kelly was worth it. 

Nick stepped back, unable to take his eyes from her glow, retrieved a glass for himself, then cleared his 
throat until he managed to get everyone's attention. "We need a toast, to start the evening--the last time we'll all 
be together this way.” He raised his glass. "To Kelly." 

Before they could drink, she interrupted, her voice thick. "No." She swallowed, touching her glass to each 
of theirs in tum, her eyes spilling over as they locked on his. "Let's drink to all of us." 

He nodded, lost in her gaze. "To the Night Watchmen.” 
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For the first, last and only party he'd thrown since Sandy died, it wasn't tuming out to be too bad of an 
event. Nick sat on one of the barstools, in his usual manner quietly observing the ever-shifting group dynamic and 
refereeing only when absolutely necessary, as Moon and Gibs renewed their evening-long fight over which radio 
station to tune in to. 

"Gibs, you obviously were bom with no musical taste whatsoever. How you can listen to that caterwauling 
and call it 'music'--" 

"Hey man, you diss Smokey and you'll have to answer to me--" 

Moon spun the dial, found the big-band station, and sighed with satisfaction. "Now there's music.” 

"Yeah." Gibs hooted his contempt. "For old folks.” 

"J think it's pretty, Moon," Kelly defended. 

He stood, caught her into his arms, and dipped her backward, making her squeal. "Trip the light fantastic 
with me, darling, and I'll make you forget all about your fiance." 

"I'd love to dance with you.” A frown creased her face. "But don't you have to worry about your heart?” 

"With you in my arms, there's no trouble keeping it beating." He spun her into a foxtrot, crooning, "'They 
asked me how I knew, my true love was true...."" 

Gibs came over to freshen his drink, leaned in and muttered in Nick's ear, "Man, don't you wish they'd done 
a B.S. bypass on him too?” 

"Lay off, Gibs." Nick took another sip of his champagne and draped himself more comfortably around the 
barstool, glad he wasn't driving. "If you can't stand the beat, get out of the kitchen.” 

"Cute. Real cute." Gibs made a face as he sauntered back toward the radio, waiting for the moment the 
song ended to twirl the dial back to his choice and steal Kelly from Moon's arms. "My tum, baby. Gonna give you 
some soul." He snapped his fingers and mimicked the song with a vivid falsetto of his own-"'My mama tol’ me, 
you better shop around....'"--as he guided her through a set of moves straight from "Soul Train". 

Nick picked up the Polaroid camera, pointed and focussed it and fired off another snapshot, then added it 
to the growing stack they'd documented the night with—shots of cake being ceremoniously cut and eaten, packages 
gleefully tom open, and games entirely unsuited to usual bridal showers--such as Moon's version of liar's poker-- 
being played. He thumbed through them, half-smiling at moments barely gone by, then tilted his head, looking more 
closely. Funny how--only at certain moments, and only in certain pictures--Kelly sometimes looked so blue... 

Did she have as many regrets as he did, as many doubts about the future? Not only were the Night 
Watchmen disbanding, but the structure of his own life was imploding, unfolding, in new and uncertain directions. 
He could get by without Gibs, could make do without Moon....but what was he going to do once he'd lost her? 


But he already had months ago. 
In retrospect, he knew exactly when they'd given up on each other—-not entirely by coincidence, the night 
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Gibs and Violet had tied the knot--when they had surrendered to the inertia of their awkward and tentative push-and- 
pull relationship. Years of avoidance had clashed with equal years of affection and they had both emerged as losers, 
battered and embittered.... 


Nick was too drunk to care about the scene he was making at three in the morning outside Moon's 
apartment; or that, as he stood up through the open sunroof of their rented limousine to shout out the evening's 
worth of farewells, his tux shirt was half-untucked, his tie and cummerbund loosened, his hair falling in his face and 
suspenders slipping off his shoulders. Dammit, didn't he deserve to have some fun? 

"Show a little dignity, Nick." Kelly, beside him in the back seat, giggled and hooked an arm around his 
knee. "You'd better sit down before you fall down. And clean yourself up." 

"Not until I've finished saying good ni--" Her unexpected yank unbalanced him, sending him tumbling back 
onto the plush bench seat with a thud that rocked the car on its shocks. He blinked, dazed and spinning. "What'd 
you do that for?" 

"To save your reputation, Judge Marshall. Check it out." Her neatly-manicured index finger pointed out 
the tinted window, toward where a patrol car hesitated across the street, assessing their activity. 

He hiccuped, grinning sheepishly as he wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. "Oops." 

She fumbled through the wetbar for another bottle, a loopy grin lighting her face. "Now you don't want 
to be hauled up for disturbing the peace, do you?" She poured him a fresh hit of brandy into a cut-crystal snifter, 
then gracelessly took a swig of her own right from the bottle. 

"Hell, no." He tossed back the Courvousier in one long swallow and let its heat rush through him. "I owe 
you one.” 

"And I'm gonna collect." She batted long lashes at him, her eyes blazing like twin comets in the darkness. 

She was lolling evidence of the great time they'd all had at Gibs' and Violet's wedding reception, the 
turquoise bodice of her godawful bridesmaid dress stained with champagne punch and a smear of frosting from 
when Nick had forcefed her three buttercream roses. Her multilevel skirt had rucked up to show long smooth legs, 
pale in the darkness, the line of her thighs interrupted by stocking tops and white lace garters. 

He reached out and over, shoved her skirts higher, and snapped a garter, making her jump. "For luck," 
he slurred, his fingers stirring against her silky thigh, tickling under and around the top of the stockings. 

She was as lit as he was and obviously enjoyed letting him play. "You're certainly having a good time 
tonight. Isn't partying this hearty a little out of character for you?" 

"Bet your ass," he agreed, feeling reckless. The liquor was making him forget every reservation, every 
promise he'd made to himself over the past several years. What had he said to her once, about never wanting to 
get drunk with her?--not that he'd regret what they might do, but worse, that he wouldn't. His hand slid higher up 
her thigh as he leaned in, drawn by the light in her eyes and her laughing mouth, and touched his lips to hers. 

The chauffeur came back from escorting Moon inside, and slammed the car door with a force that made 
the two of them jump apart. Kelly tittered self-consciously, looking away, then suddenly craned forward, pressing 
her face to the partition. "'Scuse me, sir--how much longer do we have the limo tonight?" 

The driver's voice was infinitely patient. “Another hour yet, miss." 

"Good. Don't take us home just yet." : 

"I beg your pardon?" 

"Can you drive us around a little?" 

“At your request, miss." With a sigh, he eased the limo from the curb back onto the city streets. 

Nick stared as she pulled closed the blue privacy curtains between the two compartments, trying through 
his well-brandied haze to make sense of her oddball request. "What'cha got on your mind tonight, Kel?" He 
giggled at the absurd notion fluttering through his brain. "Gonna try to...seduce me or something?" 

"Nick, I..." She took a deep breath, then slid back, directly onto his lap. "What do you think it would be 
like if I decided to stop being just ‘one of the guys'?" 

He was equal parts amazed, impressed and excited, as suddenly the notion no longer seemed so absurd. 
He turned her so that she faced him, then slid his hand between her thighs and pulled her legs apart so that she 
straddled him on the seat of the limo. He wrapped his arms around her and murmured, low-voiced, "C'mere." 

Her body was hot, hot enough to make him forget that he shouldn't be doing this. Her perfume rose from 
the valley between her breasts as he kissed her above the sweetheart neckline of the ridiculous gown she wore. She 
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moaned, moving against him in a slow, arching, agonizing rub as he slid his hands down the slick, smooth taffeta 
of her dress. 

He caught the hem of her skirt and pushed it up and out of the way, cupping his hands around buttocks 
snugly sheathed in silk. He hooked fingertips into stretch lace, tugging the panties down, caressing her bare skin, 
squeezing and kneading. She wiggled against him, pushing and pressing down, feeling, clutching, groping, her 
mouth on his, kissing, stealing his breath until his head was swimming from much more than all the liquor he'd 
consumed. "Oh, God, Kelly, sweet..." 

Cold reality suddenly slapped him, as jarring as the blast of night air through the open sunroof. "No." 
He pulled back, struggling to catch his breath, protesting, "Kelly, don't. We can't. We're just friends. Remember?" 

She goggled at him in doe-eyed, suspended disbelief. "We're what?" 

He cleared his throat, repeating, "Just friends..." 

Her face fell, the lambent glow in her eyes fading. "Nick. You know that we haven't been just that for ages 
now." She pressed her mouth again to his, hard, stealing a stillborn kiss before he backed away. 

She was right. The coy flirtation that had marked the first months of their relationship had tempered with 
time, to a warm and tender respect that, somewhere deep and unspoken, held the potential of more yet to come, 
would they both just let it. She held the promise toward him, lips and eyes alive, alight, if only he'd just take it... 

; He stared at her stupidly, licked his dry lips, and muttered, "I can't." 

The light in her eyes vanished like a doused campfire as she dropped her hand and gave him a squeeze 
that made him groan. "Yes, you could--but no, you won't, even when I finally say 'please'. What the hell is wrong 
with you?" 

He pushed her off his lap and ran his hands through his hair, mumbling, "Sorry. I shouldn't have...you 
know. I can't...like a promise I couldn't begin to keep, Kel..." 

She looked pissed. "I'm drunk enough to say this tonight, Nick." There was a fatal flatness to her tone 
that trapped him in its mortality. "I have to be more than just a friend to you. I've been with you--cared about you- 
for three years now. It's got to go somewhere." 

"And I care about you, Kel--you know that." She yanked away the hand he was trying to consolingly pat. 
"Just because I don't want to...you know..." 

"To have sex with me?" She tossed her disarranged hair in annoyance, fists going to her hips. "If you 
think sex is what this is all about, then we don't know each other at all." 

He went instantly on the defensive. "Give me a break--" 

"Shut up." She pressed the palm of one hand briefly against his mouth, effectively silencing him. Her own 
voice softened. "Nick, I can't keep my life on hold forever. I wait for you to get over her--them--and this life you've 
cast yourself in. I know you care about me, but 1 can't sit here forever wondering if you'll ever get your act together 
enough to move on...especially when I know that I'm finally ready to." 

He closed his eyes, caged by agonizing truths. "You don't understand." 

"Nobody understands better than me." Her voice went taut. "Believe it." Taffeta rustled across the back 
seat of the limo as she shifted irritably. "Know what the problem is with you, Nick Marshall?" 

"I don't have a problem--" 

She cut him offagain. "You might have sex...but you don't have love. You can't. It's been so long, I don't 
think you even know how anymore. Not with Veronica, not with Kate Riley, not even with--who's the one Moon told 
me about?--with Rose." He heard her swallow, her words for a moment faltering. "And least of all, with me." 

He shook his head, sick and frozen, his voice harsh as he forced a denial. "You're wrong." 

"Prove it, Nick. Do something--anything--to show me how wrong I am." 

He couldn't. 

His eyes snapped open as she grabbed his chin, pointing him toward her. "You don't wear judge's robes, 
Nick, you wear sackcloth and ashes." Her eyes bored into his, making him shift with discomfort, though he didn't 
dare look away. "And after five years, it's not nearly as becoming a style on you as it used to be." She blinked, 
breaking their connection, then shifted away to the opposite corner of the limo, as far from him as possible. 

Damn her. She was right. 

He dropped his head into his hands so that she couldn't see the wetness clouding his eyes, and sat in 
silence while the chauffeur, still obeying orders that were dead and pointless, drove aimlessly through the city 
streets, killing time. He didn't look up when the limo pulled up in Sront of Kelly's, nor did he respond to her quiet, 
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unemotional, "Good night, Nick,” as she climbed out of the back seat, leaving him by himself: i 

He had the driver let him out two blocks from the loft, intending to take a little walk, sober up a bit and 
think. For some reason, he kept walking, until a friendly policeman picked him up at daybreak and gave him a lift 
the seven miles back home. Nick avoided a detour via the drunk tank only because the cop recognized Judge 
Marshall from his I.D. "Rough night, huh, your honor?" The officer patted him on the back as he pointed Nick 
toward the elevator. 

"You don't know the half of it.". He shook his head and went upstairs, alone. 


They never mentioned it, but from that night, things had been different. The next month, she'd met Matt 
Hendricks; and less than four weeks after that, there was a ring on her finger and a date pencilled into Nick's 
appointment book--"Kelly's wedding--South Bay Botanical Gardens--1 PM." Nick didn't even flatter himself that 
it was on the rebound, for Matt was everything a girl like Kelly wanted, needed and deserved--a big handsome guy 
in his mid-thirties, still with the build of the high school star athlete he'd once been... possessing a ready, flashing 
smile and easy demeanor that had helped make him a success in whatever the hell kind of consulting business he'd 
built from the ground up. Kelly called herself lucky to catch him, though Nick privately felt that Matt was getting 
the better end of the deal. Forget the fact that, for whatever reason--probably, as Kel would've been the first to 
point out, just one of his weird "things"--Nick couldn't stand the man. 

Jealous, Judge Marshall? As if you had the right... He chased the thought away with the dregs of the 
Perrier-Jouet, wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, and reached for the next opened bottle. 

At least he and Kelly had remained friends. Although, he thought with the skewed, screwy wryness of too 
much--or, maybe not enough--liquor, it would never be the same. 

As the music changed again, vintage pop instead of soul, Gibs snuck up behind him and shoved him off 
the barstool. "Your turn, pal. We've both danced with her." 

"Wait a minute." He jerked himself out of memories-and-regrets mode and tried to reinstate the present. 
"I don't dance--" 

Kelly's arms came around his neck, her bright, coquettish eyes catching his. "Don't be a wallflower, Nick. 
For once. 'Save the last dance for me?" 

Under her gaze, he gave in. "Oh, hell." He put his arms around her, hands clasping her waist, as the wall- 
of-sound chords of a mid-sixties Mel Carter hit filled the loft. 

Moon raised his glass of cider, toasting. "To the King and Queen of the Hop." 

"We were too young to ever be that," Kelly countered, looking back over her shoulder. 

"Well, one of us is," Nick added wryly, while Moon and Gibs laughed at them. 

He knew the song, liked it, even though he remembered it more from endless replays on oldies radio than 
from its first release. He wondered if Kelly, almost a decade younger than he, had ever heard it, until he noticed 
her silently mouthing some of the lyrics--"Hold me, thrill me, kiss me....". The beat held a gentle, almost seductive 

heartbeat swing, made for swaying together on a dance floor. He snugged Kelly in closer against him, his hands 
drifting down her back and molding their bodies together. She smiled up at him, a nubile sock-hop teen illicitly 
in the arms of her dangerous hood boyfriend. 

He pushed his hair back from his forehead and returned her smile. 

All Ineed now is a pack of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeve of my white T-shirt, while a mirror ball spins 
overhead and the chaperones cruise the gym breaking up the kind of dirty dancing we're doing.... 

He was too aware of her, of her heat and softness and perfume, of all the opportunities missed and moments 
wasted, when he could have said or done something that would have kept them together. 

Screw the Night Watchmen--I wish I could've kept her for myself. 

"Make me tell you I'm in love with you..." Kelly trilled in a tuneless approximation on the melody, her 
fingers absently tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck. With a satin shifting of breasts and limbs, she wiggled 
against him, then resettled, almost riding his thigh. 

He suppressed a groan. Christ, Kelly, be careful how you touch me, with the way we're locked together, 
or you're going to get a surprise somewhere south of the belt line that'd make Matt come over and punch me out 
in an instant. And, you know, for what I'm thinking, I wouldn't blame the guy. 

He felt sparks swirl and wondered if she sensed the charge as their eyes grazed, then locked. His hand slid 
down, momentarily fondling a curve of buttock, then skidded away to somewhere safer through not nearly as much 
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fun. For a second the wistful acknowledgment of their ephemeral bond passed through the light in her eyes, then 
vanished again as she beamed up at him, like frail wisps of coastal fog vanquished by sunshine. 


Her whispered song was a breath against his chest. ""When you take me in your arms and drive me slowly 
out of my mind....'" 


God, Kelly... 

He gritted his teeth as their bodies dipped and swayed and caressed to the pulse of the music, and made 
himself remember that they were, now and always, as he had insisted, just friends. 

The song faded out just in time. Even as Kelly warbled, "Never, ever, ever let me go...", she was moving 
away from him, unlocking her arms from around his neck, unhooking the leg that had curled around his. He felt 
the electricity between them short-circuit, and knew he had lost her forever. 

She craned up, kissing his cheek, her hand catching his fingertips and squeezing for just a second. "That 
was fun!" He only shrugged, keeping his face a neutral mask, and went back to his barstool and another sip of 
champagne that did nothing to quell how cold and shaky he suddenly felt inside. 

She brushed back a tendril of hair from the curve of her face and tured to them all, her smile warm. 
"Thanks, guys. You can't even know how much this all meant to me. And I wish it could go on all night, but..." 

"Cinderella's about to tum into a pumpkin?” Gibs supplied. 

"Not exactly, but... I really have to get back.” She looked down and away, her eyes suddenly distant, 
distracted. "This wasn't your best timing--Matt and I were supposed to go over the seating chart for the reception 
tonight and he was a little ticked I bailed out on him. I promised I wouldn't be too late." 

"No problem.” Moon stood and stretched, faking a yawn. "Midnight's my new bedtime.” 

"Glad J'm not the party-pooper." Gibs' hand emerged from his jacket pocket, jingling keys. "Violet wanted 
me home early anyway." 

Moon chuckled. "Gibsy, that pretty face has you 'whipped.” 

"Hey, if we weren't trying to make a baby--" He stopped himself, embarrassed, as three pairs of eyes under 
arched brows locked in his direction. "She told me to hurry on back 'cause she's at her most fertile this week." He 
giggled nervously, a chagrined hiccup of a sound. 

"And you believed her?" Moon clouted him on the shoulder. "You still have a lot to leam about women, 
my boy.” 

"C'mon." Nick broke in as he started to gather together the assortment of gifts. "Let's help her downstairs 
with all this stuff and then call it a night." 

"Not before one last picture.” Kelly took the souped-up blender box from his hands and set it back down. 
"Is there a timer on the camera?” 

Gibs checked. "Yeah." 

"And I bet he can even figure out how to work it,” Moon confided. 

"Then set it up and let's get one of all four of us. For me. For old time's sake." She winked. "Who 
knows? Without it I might forget the ol’ gang.” 

"Make it quick." Dragging out the farewell was making Nick jittery. "I'm not crazy about pictures, and 
it might not be smart to have us all in--" 

"Shut up, Nick." She locked one arm around his waist, gestured Moon to join them at her other side, and 
steered them both in front of where Gibs was positioning the Polaroid for the group shot. 

"Hey guys, leave room for me....". Gibs tweaked the timer, pushed the start button, and vaulted over and 
around chairs, boxes and balloons to wedge himself into the shot only a second before the flash went off with a 
blinding glare. 

Nick, blinking, broke away immediately--while the other three bent over the developing photo, waiting and 
watching--and went back to stacking her opened presents. "Now that none of us can see in the dark, let's really call 
it a night." 

; They were all ignoring him. "Damn fine picture," Moon announced, holding it up towards better light and 
demonstrating. "One helluva crew." 

"You could've smiled, Nick." Kelly shook her head, eyebrows arched with fond remonstration. 

"I'm not going to start now." He scooped up the first load of goods and started for the elevator. Nobody 
followed. 

Gibs beckoned him back, grinning. "Come and see, man. We look hot." 
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With a sigh, he set down the packages yet again; he knew they wouldn't rest until he gave his stamp of 
approval. "Let's see..." He stepped behind their tight group, looking over shoulders at the small snapshot, eyes 
widening with realization at the captured tableau. "Hey... We do--did, didn't we?" 

He did smile then, thin and bittersweet, looking over their familiar, bowed heads--tousled blonde, wavy 
silver, crisp and wiry black--as they studied their impromptu portrait. 

He spread his arms, for a moment--only a moment--embracing them all, his voice quiet. "We really had 
it once, didn't we?” 

And I'm going to miss it--and all of you--like hell. 
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"There's still one more load of your stuff left--wanna come up with me and get it?” 

Kelly's waving hand dropped as Gibs' van disappeared out of sight down the alley, turning right, trailed 
by Moon's car, tuming left. "Sure...let me close the trunk." She slammed it and winked at him, giving an 
affectionate tweak to his upper arm. "Nice haul, Nick. Nota thing we didn't need or already had. Never knew you 
guys had such good taste." 

"Moon hacked into the department store bridal registries." He caught her elbow, letting his hand slide down 
into hers as he guided her back upstairs. 

"Why am I not surprised--" 

"Oh, hell.” Nick slapped his palm against his forehead as they re-entered the loft. "Gibs left the balloons. 
Why did I know he would?” 

"Cause he's Gibs." Kelly laughed as she swept a finger through a drift of whipped cream on a discarded 
plate, then licked it off. "Geez, Nick, this place is a mess. Let me help you clean it up." 

"No. You really need to get home." He shook out a trash bag and started sweeping the night's disposable 
debris into it. 

"It's okay." She went and got the dishtowel from the rack; he tried to take it from her, only surrendering 
when its possession threatened to turn into a tug-of-war. "I can spare a few more minutes.” 

"Only if you want to." He looked her up and down as she tied the towel around her waist like an apron 
and started to fill the sink with hot water and dish soap. "Everything okay tonight, Kel?" 

"Sure." Her answer seemed a little too chipper, too ingenuous. "What do you mean?” 

"Well, for one, you were a little bent out of shape when you got here..." 

She shrugged, took a stack of plates from him and slipped them into the dishwater. "You know how it is 
right before a wedding--everything gets real tense. Matt really didn't want me going out tonight, and we kind of 
had words about it. Sometimes..." She paused, then shook her head. "Got a sponge, Nick?" 

He lobbed her the extra from a cellophane pack. "Sometimes what, Kelly? Having second thoughts?" 

"Of course. And third and fourth and fifth. All brides do at this stage--I mean, I've only got a week left 
until the big day." She scrubbed with more than usual vigor at a dinner plate. "You should've seen what I went 
through the first time.” 

"And look at how great that marriage turned out." 

"Not fair, Nick--we're talking two completely different situations here." She fixed limpid eyes on him. 
"Matt's a nice guy.” 

"Even if he's not always there for you?” 

She looked down, as if embarrassed at how he'd thrown her occasional complaint about her fiance back into 
her face. "He can't help it, Nick," she quietly defended. One nervous hand strayed to her hair, fingers absently 
twisting one lock. "His business is new and he has to travel a lot. I just wish you could find it in yourself to like 
him better." 

"I don't not like him, I just....". He left the sentence unfinished, concentrating on detaching the banner from 
his wall. The balloons were losing helium, starting to descend, packs of them drifting at waist-to-shoulder level. 
He popped a few out of malice and herded the rest toward the part of the loft where he wasn't currently working. 

"We must be real stressed." Her voice was quiet, almost confessional. "We had...an argument last night, 
too, about my working. He doesn't want me to, once we get married. Not that I need to--his consulting salary is 
great and I've got tons of savings--but he thinks being a PI is too dangerous. He won't understand that I like it--and 
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that I'm good at it.” 

"Now that's not fair to you." He scowled at a stain of spaghetti sauce on one of his pillows and threw it 
on the laundry stack to deal with later. "You know what's safe." His voice lowered. "The Night Watchmen aren't 
and I can understand you giving that up. But he doesn't have the right to insist you give up your career." 

"I know. But people do a lot of things for love." She cleared her throat, wiped her hands on the dishtowel, 
then changed the subject by waving a handful of kitchen utensils at him. "These didn't get used--where do they go?" 

He let her get away with the topic shift, and went down onto his hands and knees to try to retrieve an 
empty champagne bottle from under the futon. "Just put'em away in one of the drawers--I'll sort it out tomorrow.” 

He heard her puttering, drawers sliding, the rattle of stored silverware, then silence, followed by a pensive, 
"Nick....what's this?" 

When he looked up, the letter from the governor's office was in her hand. He rolled his eyes, caught out. 
"Don't snoop though my mail, Kel.” 

"] wasn't snooping--I was putting things back and couldn't miss this. It was right at the front....". Under 
his disapproving gaze, her shoulders sagged. "Well, if you hadn't wanted me to know about it you shouldn't have 
folded it with the state seal visible.” 

"I'll remember that for the future,” he answered drily. 

The damage already done, she carefully refolded it and slid it back into its hiding place. "Are you going 
to take it, Nick?" 

"I don't know. I haven't really given it much thought." He hoped the lie wasn't as transparent to her as 
it was to himself. 

"It might be good for you, all things considered." She undid the towel from her waist and hung it back 
on the rack to dry. "How long has it been?--six years now?" 

"Coming up on it,” he agreed, avoiding her eyes. "We'd've been married eighteen years...and our daughter 
would be fourteen.” 

"You can't live in the past, Nick." She came over to his side, touched his hair with a damp, soft hand. "I 
try not to." She gave him a forced grin. "If 1 did I wouldn't be tying the knot again." 

"Yeah, I know. Things change." He'd been reminding himself of that for years now, as he looked into the 
mirror into a face gone somehow older yet no wiser, nor accepting of the immutability of the march of time. 

"Remember that, Nick. And don't be afraid of it." She touched a kiss to her own fingertip, then pressed 
it against his lips, pausing as if she were about to say something further. The moment hung suspended, still and 
expectant between them, before, without fanfare, it at last dropped away, as silent as the slow downward drift of 
the balloons now hovering at ankle level, as empty as the night. She smiled up at him with a wistful, wishful regret, 
then tumed away. "Well, I think we've got everything under control. I'm gonna hit the road.” 

He took a deep breath from the vestiges of his frozen heart. "Got one more second?" 

"If you need one, 1 do. What's up?" 

He'd been waiting for the right time, not only tonight, but for the past two weeks. "I've got something for 
you." From the pocket of the leather duster hanging in his wardrobe rack he retrieved the small gift-wrapped box 
he'd hidden there, and pressed it into her palm. 

"What's this?” She beamed with delight at the surprise, like a little kid on the day after Christmas finding 
another package she'd missed the moming before. "It's a little late for aring, Nick." She held out her hand, giving 
him a brief, proud flash of her glittering diamond surrounded by baguettes. 

He shifted, uncertain. "It's not much. But it's from just me...to just you.” 

She tore the simple wrapping paper loose, then flipped open the hinged top. "Oh my God...." He couldn't 
tell if she was laughing, or crying, or a combination of both as she plucked the thin gold chain with its attached 
charms from the lining of black velvet, letting it spin in the mellow light. "Oh, Nick, it's beautiful." She threw her 
arms around his neck and hugged him. 

"Now don't give me too much credit for it--Sam gave me the idea and—" 

"| don't care--it's sweet.” She quickly touched at her dampened lashes with the edge of her sleeve, then 
laughed, fingering each charm that dangled from a heart-shaped holder. "Where did you get all of these?" She 
pointed the first, a miniature revolver, at him. 

"The gun I got at the Jewelry Mart downtown.” His mouth twitched. "It's a shame they were out of the 


clip with the little wax bullets.” 
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on the balance. 


" “stice?!” ipped them back and forth 
And tha,gcslce.t IPMN A Sar rec d for law enforcement personnel. There was 


"Sam found it in this weird catalogue with merchandise geared 1 : 
some scary stuff in there--I dread to think what she ordered me for Christmas. 

"And the motorcycle...” 

He arched with affront. "The Triumph." 

"All right, the Triumph." Her eyes narrowed under the fringe of bangs. 
Store to get it, did you? That place isn't safe.” 

rayne ag eh in le I'm okay." He shrugged, relaxing under her approval. "Plus I let them laugh at 
my bike." 

She crossed the room to stand in front of his cheval mirror, 
it against the scooped neckline of her sweater. "Put it on me, Nick." 


flirtatious eyes. "I think I want to wear it home.” 
He passed it around her neck, brushing aside the soft strands of her blonde hair as he thumbed the clasp, 


too reminded of all those times spent fastening Sandy's favorite strand of pearls in the last moments before they'd 
go out on the town. Kelly's sudden query helped push the thought away. 

"Is there any film left in the camera?" 

"Maybe. Don'tknow." Relieved, he picked it up from the counter, studying its dials and gauges. "It's not 
mine--it's Moon's." 

"We need one more picture. You and me." 

"Auld lang syne, huh?" 

"And you'll smile for me this time." 

"For you, I've got a reason.” He set it back down where Gibs had placed it before, verified its positioning 
and focus, and waved Kelly dead center to its lens. "I think I have it figured out...don't move...I'll be there in a 
second.” He triggered the timer, sprinted to her side, and had himself in position barely in time for the flash to go 
off in their faces like a supernova. 

"Sure that doesn't work on some of Gibs' magnesium paper?" He goggled, rubbing at his eyes, seeing only 


"You didn't ride up to the Rock 


and held the jewelry up to her throat, admiring 
She summoned him back to her with friendly, 


spots. 

She squeezed him. "We need one more.” 

"Oh, c'mon, Kelly. You're really pushing it--" 

"Don't you want one?" 

He hesitated before answering. "Yeah. I do." He went to the counter, reset the camera, but had barely 
made it back to her before it fired off prematurely. "Blew that one...” 

"Can we try it once more?” Kelly coaxed. 

"Sorry, kiddo." He checked the film window and made a helpless gesture. "That was the last shot and we 
don't have another pack of film." He pitched it onto the top of the trash pile. "Get a copy of yours made up for 
me, okay?" 

"Okay." Her voice was subdued. "Well...I guess this is it.” 

"Yeah." He cleared his throat and walked her toward the door, handing her her purse and readjusting her 
sweater over her shoulders against the chill of the early moming. "Take care of yourself, okay?" 

She nodded, her eyes fixed on the floor. 

He went on. "And if I don't see you before the big day--" 

She stopped his words with an ephemeral press of her palm against his lips, her smile as warm as the glow 
of the summer sun. "I love you, Nick." d 

He nodded, nearly speechless, fumbling for the reply locked away somewhere behind the gates of reason 
that he knew he could not free. "What you've meant to me..." Further words failed him. He pressed her slim, 
sweet hand between both of his and looked into her eyes, his voice intense. "Kel...don't ever Boget ‘ 

She nodded, her own eyes brimming with tears; then, without a sound, she turned and left the loft. 


He watched through his window as her Sunbird streaked i 
bright off the industrial cement blocks of his neighborhood, 2th igs obama 


home sweet home my ass 


tort staring at the receding glimmer of her tire tracks through puddles until long after she'd disappeared from 
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That's that 
He was wired and fading all at once, his head buzzed with caffeine and alcohol, his body wiped with 
weariness. Going for an all-night motorcycle ride up the coast sounded equally tempting as standing for an hour 
under a blistering hot shower, then oozing under the covers for a day-long sleep of the dead. 

Somewhere between the two extremes he compromised and went back to picking up the loft. 

He paused as he went to shove the last handful of garbage into the container beside the counter, staring 
puzzled at the discarded photo he'd dropped there. It had come out after all, after a fashion, though it was nowhere 
near what they'd intended. Their positioning was skewed, Kelly in front of him in three-quarter view, her laughing 
eyes tipped up and teasing; he, in full profile, still trying to tuck her against him, his chin resting atop her mussed 
hair. He didn't look like himself at all; rather, like a younger, happier relative. 

He hadn't seen that relaxed, at-ease expression on his face since.... He carried the Polaroid to the row of 
framed memories on his shelf above the juke box, verifying, comparing. 

Since before Sandy had died. 

You always find out everything too late, Nick.... 

He stroked his thumb over the photograph's slick surface and the sentiments captured within, leaving it 
propped on the shelf with the rest of his gallery of times-gone-by; and then, surrendering to the night, he stripped 
off his clothes and at last dropped into bed. 


Part Two 


Wedding bells were ringing like Quasimodo's carillon, a raucous jangle that hurt his ears. He was running 
along outside the cathedral, like in that scene from "The Graduate", hollering her name and trying to get her 
attention. She ignored him, her face beatific, passive, under the gossamer veil, as she said her "I do's" with a 
different accent for every response. 

The groom turned toward him, a slow, lazy, possessive smile of control on his all-American jock face. "Get 
thee to the church on time next time, Marshall!" In a blink, the face morphed from Matt's to Nick's own then back 
again. Startled, Nick jumped back, tripping over a bower of balloons and landing on his ass. Kelly only grinned 
at the quick change, gave a helpless shrug, and began to sing an old Fifth Dimension hit. 

The bells shrilled louder. He pulled a revolver from his tux boutonniere and shot a full clip of wax bullets 
at the church tower, scaring a flock of doves into flight, but the ringing still wouldn't stop. "Son of a bitch..." 

Kelly stormed up to him, one hand balanced on her white satin hip. With the other she reached out to tear 
away the fake mustache crookedly glued to his upper lip, and shook it angrily in his face. "For christ's sake, Nick, 
answer the goddamn--" 


Phone. 
He grabbed at it before the echo of the next ring had the chance to diminish, his hand shooting out to curl 


around the receiver and drag it to his ear. His voice was hoarse with sleep. "Yeah?" 

"Nick?" 

"Kelly?" He came instantly, fully awake at the tremble in her tone. "What's wrong?” 

"The wedding's off. Come get me." 

"What?" He rubbed his palm over his gritty eyes, trying to understand. "What the hell happened?" 

"I'll tell you later. Please, come and get me.” 

He sat up, already scrounging around on the floor for where he'd tossed his jeans. "You at the house?” 

"Right now, but never again after tonight. Please, Nick.” He heard her swallow tears, sensed her gathering 
strength for her appeal. "Come and get me while he's not here." 

Something wasn't gelling. "What's wrong with your car?" 

She exploded. "He took my fucking keys before he left, the son ofa bitch! I'm stranded. And I don't want 


to be here when he comes back." 
"Shh." He patted the phone as if he patted her shoulder. "Calm down, Kel. I'll be right there." 


She gulped. "I need you, Nick. Hurry up.” 
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"I'm on my way." He disconnected, dropped the phone, and shoved legs into jeans and arms into sleeves 
of his inside-out pullover. He gave himself the quick version of a field sobriety test to verify that he'd sobered up 
enough to legally drive; then, found his car keys, tracked down his wallet and, tripping over the dead balloons that 
littered his floor, ran out of the loft. 


ae ee 


She was already waiting outside for him, clad—-like her mood-all in black, hunched over in her baggiest 
turtleneck and old frayed tights as she sat atop two large suitcases. Draped across her lap was what he first thought 
was a large white sheet; then, as he pulled into the driveway, catching the tableau in his headlights, he saw it was 
the garment bag containing her wedding gown. 

He switched off the car's ignition and climbed out, going to her side in silence. She looked up as he 
approached, swallowed, and then muttered, "Hi," before her eyes dropped again. "Long time no see, huh?" 

"Wanna talk about it?” He gestured for her to stand. 

"No." She got up, the tumble of plastic-wrapped silk and satin clenched tight in her folded arms, and 
allowed him to pick up the suitcases. 

"Okay. Maybe later." He swayed under the weight of what she'd packed, half-carrying, half-dragging the 
bags to the trunk of his car, she trailing behind like a stray animal the spirit had been beaten out of. "Anything 
else?” "No." 

He looked her up and down as she dumped the garment bag into his trunk. The long night was telling on 
her, her face pale and pinched and darkly streaked from mascara tears, her right fist tightly clenched as if around 
ugly secrets. "Waiting to punch someone out?" 

"No. Let's just go." 

"Wait a minute." He caught her arm as she headed for the passenger side. She winced. "Where's your 
ring?" 

"Left it inside for the bastard.” 

"Go back and get it.” 

"What are you, my marriage counselor? As far as I'm concerned, he can have it, the shi--" 

"I'm speaking with my law degree. Legally, it's a gift, it's yours to keep, and from the size of that rock, 
if nothing else it's worth a bundle. He owes you that much." 

She sagged, sighing. "You're right. Just a second." 

"Want me to go in with you?” 

"No." Her voice was too sharp; he instantly backed off, patting the air between them in conciliation. She 
shoved her bangs back with her closed fist, shaking her head and muttering, "The place...it's a mess.... throws 
things..." 

He didn't catch the last. "Huh?" 

Her answer keened toward hysteria. "I said he throws things when he gets mad, okay? Five-fucking- 
hundred dollars’ worth of Royal Doulton china my cousin sent, all over the living room." With a deep breath she 
controlled herself, squared her tired shoulders, and marched back in. 

He had the car revved and ready to go when she dragged out a minute or two later, the ring pinched 
between thumb and forefinger like she'd been forced to hold onto something unwholesome and distasteful. "Here." 
She dropped it onto his dashboard as she slid into the passenger seat. "All yours." 

He scooped it up and shoved it into his pocket. "We'll sell it for the money it's worth." He shifted into 
teverse, backing out of the darkened driveway and heading down the quiet residential streets. 

"Whatever." She sniffed, staring out the car window, her fingernails tapping out staccato agitation against 
the tempered glass. 

"Kelly--" 

"Not a word, Nick. Okay?" 

"Okay.” 

"That's a word.” She scowled, then softened. "Just...got any music in here?" 

"There's some tapes in that box." He jerked his thumb in the general direction of the floor mat and kept 
his eyes on the road; it hurt too much to watch her suffering. "Be my guest.” 
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. She scooped a loose cassette from the floor and slapped it into the tapedeck, sending vintage Springsteen 
blaring through the interior of the car. A small, choked sound escaped the back of her throat, yet she didn't move 
to tum it off. 

He half-smiled, cataloguing more bittersweet memories in his mind. He and Sandy had courted to that 
album, a lifetime ago at the university, he putting on his best leather-jacket poseur attitude and belting out the lyrics, 
while she'd accompanied him on impassioned air-guitar. : 

He still remembered every word. "Tramps like us', huh?" He reached over, catching Kelly's hand and 
squeezing it, then raised it to his mouth to brush a comforting kiss over her fingers. She caught back a sob, her grip 
tightening on his. "S'okay, Kel," he soothed, and let her ride in silence, while the music sang of suicide machines 
and madness in one's soul and runaway American dreams. 

His life. 

Their lives. 


ae ek 


"Got a match?" 

"For what?” He manhandled the two laden suitcases into the loft, panting. "To light the fireplace you 
packed?” f 

"No. For this." She'd pulled the plastic bag off the wedding dress. It hung from one of the bare pipes in 
his ceiling, swaying in the light draft from the overhead fan like a ghost garbed in opalescent white and seed pearls. 

"Uh-uh. Fire laws, Kelly. And can't you take it back?” 

"Obviously, you know nothing about wedding planning, Nick Marshall. Gowns aren't returnable." She 
began to tick things off on her fingers, her voice rising. "Catering deposits aren't refundable, advance money to the 
photographer remains on account, the site can't be canceled without forfeiture. And I don't even want to think about 
how I'm going to reverse the escrow on my townhome." She shook her head, sitting down with a thud on the edge 
of his unfolded futon. "I'm screwed." 

"You've got a good lawyer. I'll get on the phone tomorrow and see what I can negotiate. Maybe it won't 
be a total loss." 

"Thanks.” She gave him a wan smile. "Got a beer?” 

"Fresh out." He tossed her a can of soda. "But here's a Coke with your name on it." 

"That'll do." She tossed it back with a hearty swig, then sighed. "Nick, what's everyone going to say when 
I tell them I called it off? What's my mom going to say?" She shuddered with bleak theatricality. 

He scored a soda of his own and sat down beside her. "That...for whatever reason you called it off, it was 
your decision, and it was the right one because you're a big girl.” 

"Better a canceled wedding than divorce number two, right?" 

"You're learning.” He absently hooked an arm around her shoulder, drawing her close beside him. "Kelly, 
what the hell happened tonight?" 

"We...we had another fight.” 

"Musta been a bad one.” He kept his tone neutral, knowing she'd tell him in her own way. 

She dragged her sleeve over her wet eyes, nodding. "He was waiting forme when I gothome. Like...Jying 
in wait, sitting in the dark and staring at the front door. He said the most awful things, Nick--all these accusations 
that had no bearing on the truth. He should've known me better than that!" 

He thought about it. "Was he drinking?” 

"No. Matt doesn't drink.” She let out a short, bitter langh. "Says his personal trainer told him not to.” 

"Then what set him off?” 

"] think..." She stopped herself, shaking her head and swallowing. "No. Never mind." 

"Kelly, this is me you're talking to. No secrets, okay?" 

Her tears were starting in eamest, thickening her voice. "It was...my night out with 'the guys’, you know? 
He was already pissed, and it just kind of escalated when I came back....with this..." She broke down entirely as 
she held her hand out to him, placing in his palm fragments of a fine gold chain and three small charms attached 


to a heart bent out of shape. "He lost it. I lost it." 
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Awareness dawned in him, sudden and sharp and nauseating. "He hurt you. Didn't he?" 

She fought a losing battle for self-control, shuddering in his arms. "Yeah..." veal 

A red rage was starting to flow in him, the heat of blood pounding hard in his temples. He fought it back, 
loathe to further victimize her with his er. "What did he do to you?” i 

"He...." She gulped, drew a pent breath, and made herself go on. "When he noticed the sediptusy he 
just..." She pantomimed a sharp yank. "And then he...he grabbed me by the arm and shoved me into a wall." She 
faltered for an instant, absently rubbing her arm. "A couple of times. Hard.” : 

He knew the pattem, his voice as focussed and quiet and probing as the judge on the bench. "Letme guess. 
This wasn't the first time, was it?" si 

"No. Last night in the middle of our fight...he pushed me...and then he slapped my face. 

"Jesus." The word exploded from him in a rush. : 

She spoke quickly. "I'm okay, Nick. Really. I cleaned myself up before I called you..." She bit down 
on one knuckle. "I was afraid of what you'd do.” é ‘ 

His voice was as cold and intense as his sudden trembling. "You got that right." He tried to find a quiet 
place inside to anchor himself but the inner storm had destroyed any safe harbor he might once have known. "Let 
me see. Right now.” i ‘ 

She stared at him for a moment, hesitating as if she feared equally the consequences of showing him what 
had been done to her, or refusing. Capitulation in her eyes, she at last caught the hem of her sweater and yanked 
it off over her head. ; 

He hissed at the sight of the livid bruising patterning her upper arm, at the thin red weal half-encircling her 
neck. "Christ, Kelly, how could he do this to you?" He dropped to one knee before her, his fingers tightening on 
her elbow as he drew her in closer, carefully examining the marks. Nobody hurt her and got away with it... 

"Like you said, Nick....". Her eyes were wide and wet and almost fearful. "He's a big guy." 

He swallowed, trying to keep control. "I could...." He touched tentative fingertips to the dark imprinting 
that tracked her pale flesh, then slid his palm up and down, up and down over the marks as if he could erase them. 
"I could kill him." 

"Don't." Her voice was thin as she tried to shift away, hiding. "It's just something that happened. It's over- 
forget it. Please." 

He could feel her rapid pulse thrumming under his grip, caught the sharp, primal scent of her sudden fear 
that fed his own burst of anger. With an effort, he swallowed back the murderous rage, trying to tum it away, burn 
it out, focus it-anything. Have to get it together.... 

He circled her wrist with gentle fingers, drawing her back closer, reassuring her. "I..." He closed his eyes 
against the red swirl that tried to suck him down into a dark pit of rage, forcing himself to steady his breathing. 
The moment passed as he searched outside, and at last anchored himself to her. "I won't...do anything.” 

"Okay." The one word was a whispered breath among her tears as she slumped against him, her body limp 
and shivering with sobs. 

"Shhh...it's gonna be all right." He nuzzled the marks on her arm, her skin soft against his cheek as his 
lips touched against the bruises—each and every one of them--healing her hurt. "Wish I could make it better...” 
His hands shaped gently over her smooth back, stroked the nape of her neck, until gradually he sensed a yielding 
in her pain and tension. 

"You...are." The wracking shivers began to ease away, slowly, like ice melting, as he touched and caressed 
her, until she was still, almost suspended in her quiet. Hesitantly, her hand cupped the back of his head, fingers 
tangling in his hair as his lips drifted up, pressing softly to her shoulder, her throat, the line of her jaw and the 
uptumed tip of her nose.... 

Her mouth. 

To his surprise, she responded to his kiss—not soft and sweet and succoring as he had intended his 
spontaneous comfort, but with something hungry, aching, almost desperate. Her mouth opened beneath his lips, her 
tongue flashing out to pierce into him, tickling and tantalizing at all the right, soft places. He answered her 
advances, deepening the kiss, coaxing from her small sounds that were no longer of sorrow but of pleasure. 

He tasted tears still on her lips and instead kissed them away. 

"Oh, dear God." Her voice was thick with disbelief even as her hand slid up inside his pullover, her palm 
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gliding over the plane of his chest, then back down, grazing over his belly to the waistband of his jeans and 
unfastening the top button. "What are we doing?” 

"Don't know....". He was afraid he did. 

He couldn't believe what was happening, and was powerless to stop it. Reason screamed at him, common 
sense pounding like a gavel inside his head. 

Don't do this Kelly 

Don't do this Nick 

Something long-dammed released inside him, drowning all their sorry, aged midnight excuses in the sudden 
flood that enveloped them both. 

His hands skimmed over the scrap of bra she wore, loosening straps and lace and tossing it aside. She drew 
a shuddering breath, caught his head and drew him down between her breasts, holding him there to kiss her yet 
again. 

Soft sweet womanscent all powder and perfume 

His tongue flicked out, catching the very tip of a hardening nipple. He sucked it in, nibbling with his teeth 
and kneading the pale mound surrounding it with one hand until she gasped with sensation. His free hand stole 
lower, hooking the frayed tights down, over her hips, his palm stirring over her silken skin as her fingers undid his 
jeans and slipped inside to touch him. 

For a moment, he drew back, faltering under her gaze, his voice hoarse. "Kel. We can stop now--right 
now, and neither of us will ever--" 

"No." The truth escaped from her in arush. "We can't." 

He nodded, then pulled himself away from her, caught the lights, then shed shirt and shoes and jeans and 
boxers as he went in search of the packet of condoms discreetly tucked away in a drawer. She was as naked as he 
when he came back prepared, her body tucked and graceful across his sheets. 

Fresh tears tipped from the comers of her eyes as she arched her pale arm toward him, a bridge from her 
heart to his. Yet she was smiling. He reached out, his fingertips catching hers, feeling when they touched the 
connection he'd sought for so many years flow between them--not sharp and harsh like a lightning bolt but soft and 
sweet and gentle, more like the ooze of warmed syrup. 

He laughed. It felt good. 

Her fingers moved on him, sharing and spreading heat--first up, across the back of his hand, stroking his 
arm, sliding to his shoulder, dipping and darting over his collarbone; then down, descending over chest and ribcage, 
then to waist, then to the prominence of his hipbone, where she waited for a moment, until she was ready to slide 
her hand over the taut muscles of his belly and capture him rigid against her palm. 

He came to her as she beckoned, settling his weight upon the bed, allowing her to catch and press him 
down until her body was above his. She touched him everywhere, kissed him everywhere, her hands and mouth 
moving like a benediction upon his skin, up, down and over in an erratic, sensual migration. She nuzzled the center 
of his chest, fluttered and flicked his nipples with lips and lashes, before she slid down, her tongue diving into his 
navel. She stopped at the apex ofhis body, her fingernails shivering over the sensitive skin high between his thighs, 
her mouth covering him. He fastened his hands in her hair, holding her there, receiving her attentions until it was 
too hot, to sweet to continue. Then he urged her up, back to his mouth for the seal of a kiss, her lips now musky. 

He rolled her over, onto her back, his hand sliding down, over her belly and below, dipping into the moist 
slit at the center of her triangle. He slid fingers into her, one-two-three, exploring, stroking, circling and rubbing 
with the ball of his thumb until he'd made her quiver and moan and clench down on his hand, trapping him within 
her. 

His heart was pounding, body throbbing. "Are you ready?” he whispered, nibbling her earlobe. 

She nodded urgently, her eyes squeezing closed, little tears of impossible pleasure sparkling on her lashes. 

He prepared himself for safe entrance, then knelt between her thighs, holding them far apart. He cupped 
hands under her bottom and lifted her to him, piercing her center with one smooth thrust. She cried out, shivering, 
gooseflesh prickling her fine taut body, her nipples rising pebble-hard from the slope of her breasts. 

"Kelly...beautiful Kelly." He could scarcely find words. She blossomed beneath him, around him like the 
petals ofa lush tropical flower, yin and yang joined together. Her warmth welcomed him; her heat surrounded him. 

Being with her was better than he'd ever imagined. 

He stretched out full-length atop her, suspended his weight on elbows and knees, and began to move. With 
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erself high and tight, thighs locked around 


i d him; she wrapped h re 
a wordless touch he urged her legs to twine aroun himself again and again in her depths. 


his waist. He pushed, thrust, plunging in and out, drawing back to bury 

She was good. ; 

She was hot. 

She was his. : BES Hit : 

She groaned, biting her lip, then reached down to grasp the back of his thighs, driving him deeper, further, 
harder into her, her back arching and breaths gone to staccato, high-pitched moans. She came first once, then again, 
then seconds later one time more, like the skipping ripple of smooth stones over water. 

His own climax hit with shattering force, breath gone, awareness gone, nothing but the sensation of being 
one with her, 

Kelly kelly kelly! ii: F : 

dizzied ey the intensity of his self-explosion. She was gasping, sobbing, writhing beneath him, her inner 
muscles clenched and spasming around his length like a primal force that milked his body dry at the same time it 
flooded his soul. 

She wept, "Yes," against his shoulder, and he kissed her hair. 

He shuddered one final time, collapsing atop her, spent and limp but loathe to release their bond. He 
trapped her body in his arms and used the last of his sapped energy to roll them over so that she rested atop him, 
then passed his hands slick with their sweat over their joined contours, massaging, marking them both with the stain 
of their passion--like an alchemist who once conjured gold from straw now transmuting old ghosts into fresh 

leasures. 
7 She closed her thighs and held him inside as long as she could, until, into the silence of breaths and 
heartbeats, his watch beeped four A.M. 

"We have to get some sleep." He traced the curve of her lip with one fingertip, coaxing her smile into the 
darkness. 

"I know." She moved off him, settling close against his side, her cheek nuzzling his shoulder. "We've got 
a lot to do in the morning.” Her fingers combed sleepily through his spill of hair across the pillow, soothing him, 
settling him. 

He was almost asleep when her quiet voice pulled him back from the edge. 

"Nick?" 

"Ummm...?" 

"What just happened here?” 

"I'm not really sure." He pulled her closer, cradling her warm body more snugly against his, and touched 
a final soft kiss to the fragrant crescent behind her ear. "But we'll figure it out in the moming.” 


weak 


He liked waking up with her next to him. 

It had been six years since he'd last spent an entire night with a woman, since he'd slept with his body 
wrapped around another's, tucked in close and intimate. Within his fleeting physical relationships, one or the other 
would always leave before night surrendered its secrets to the light of day, as if it were his eternal curse to awaken 
cold and alone. 

Like she's got anywhere else to go, Nick. 

But there was an extra bedroll in the loft, where on drunken nights someone often crashed, and if she--they- 
hadn't wanted to awaken together, one could've moved, if not out, to a less-intimate site within the space of the loft. 


They were together not by default but by choice. 

The stir of her hand against his body brought him again to rigidity just at the thought of her nearness. His 
hand stroked down her body, sliding over her back, learning the dips and curves at her waist and small of her back, 
moving downward to shape around a smooth buttock. She stirred sleepily under his touch, smiling, her eyes 
flickering open to greet him in sunlight. She mouthed, "Moming, Nick,” as her lids fluttered closed again. But she 
was awake enough to slide her hand downward and gently close her fingers around him. "We figuring it out now?" 
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He chuckled. "Shhh." He pressed her down, moving above and atop her, stroking her, kissing her, his 
mouth grazing over the soft skin of her cheeks, her throat, her breasts and belly and between her thighs. She made 
small, drowsy, satisfied sounds as his mouth and hands and body skimmed more boldly-over her, remembering 
where they had conjured magic the night before and renewing the miracle. When she cried out, already peaked and 
pleasured, he raised up to enter her with a hard and ready stroke, hot and powerful. He wrapped his body around 
hers as he tied his soul to her heart, making them one, moving and thrusting and moaning until with a last, ecstatic 
shout, he joined her in completion. 
ie She was giggling, her eyes warm as sunbeams when he at last raised his head from where he had nested 
it in her tousled blonde hair. With her finger she crooked him nearer, her lips to his ear as if to whisper a fond 
confession. "Nick?" 

"What, beautiful?” He nuzzled her throat, touching his lips to taste her rapid pulse. 

"This sure beats the hell out of a clock-radio.” 


a 


She cooked him breakfast while he made a few phone calls. "Gibs will have the van here by one--we'll 
go on up and load up whatever you want. If Matt wants to make some trouble, he'll have the three of us to contend 
con A grim and fleeting grin passed over his face. "Moon says if he was thirty years younger he'd kick his ass 

Or you." 

She placed a plate of toast and bacon and eggs in front of him, then sat down to her own less-cholesterol- 
laden meal of fruit and cereal. "The actual execution isn't necessary for me to appreciate the sentiment.” 

"Bastard deserves it,” he muttered, scratching another line off his "to do” list. "How long had this been 
going on, Kelly?" 

She put her spoon down, eyes serious. "I swear, Nick, the last two nights were the first sign I had of this. 
I had no idea he had such a temper--it's almost like he tured into someone I'd never seen before." 

"You were smart to bail--a lot of women wouldn't.” He dialed the next number on his list and got a busy 
signal. "I see that all the time in my courtroom.” 

Her mouth compressed, her chin lifting in an almost defiant pride. "My folks taught me never to take that 
kind of treatment. Still..." She drew a deep breath. "It wasn't easy. That fight we had the other night about me 
not working--when he slapped my face, it stopped us both dead, we were so shocked. He fell over himeelf 
apologizing and said he didn't mean it and he'd never do it again.” 

"Right. I hear that all the time in my courtroom." 

"T believed him, Nick--I mean, I made myself. I figured it was just the tension of getting everything ready, 
that it didn't mean anything. Anything can happen one time, but..." Her voice faded. "A second time, no. 'Hit me 
once, shame on you, hit me twice, shame on me.'" 

"And hit Aim where it counts..." He abruptly cleared his throat and went back to business. "Now I 
recommend first thing Monday moming you get a lawyer--I have a few names I can pass on to you. I'm not exactly 
clueless, but you're gonna need someone more versed in divorce law than I am." 

"But we weren't married yet." 

"Doesn't matter. Legally, you can imply the same intent. Plus, you already held some items in common-- 
the car, the house... Anything else? 

"Furniture...all that boring stuff." She made a face. "Nick, he had awful taste. Our living room looked 
like the back warehouse of an Ethan Allen furniture gallery." 

He snorted, sweeping his eyes back down the list and shaking his head. "Did you have a pre-nuptial 
agreement? And had you combined any of your financial assets?” 

"No. And yes.” She reached over and stole a triangle of toast from his plate, nibbling the comer. 

"Okay." He jotted out a few more quick scribbles. "That about does it. I'll have Moon dump it in the 
word processor so it's all ready for the lawyer Monday moming." His eyes flicked up. "Need any help with the 
retainer?" 

"No. I'll be okay--but thanks for caring enough to ask.” 

"And now..." He folded his hands under his chin, tipping his face up to her. "Criminal charges. Are you 
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planning on filing against him?" 
"Huh?" 
"Spousal abuse, battery? You've got a strong case.” 


She looked away, obviously uncomfortable with the concept. "I'm not sure." 8 A oe 
"I recommend it, Kelly." He arched his brows at her. "First of all, filing criminal charges helps your 


position in your civil action. I've stated some real basic demands for you--reapportionment of property, 
compensation for pain and suffering, payment of your legal fees. While I couldn't hear the case--conflict of interest—- 
I'm happy to be your witness." He reached across the table, running his finger along the thin red welt ringing her 
neck. 

She took a deep breath, her eyes still wary. : : 

"Second of ws we don't ee to get away with it. If we do, then why am I spending my days behind 
the bench, let alone what we've been doing after hours for all these years, huh?” 

"Let me think about it while I'm in the shower, okay?” She dropped the gnawed toast back onto his plate, 
stood up and headed for the privacy of his bathroom, leaving him staring after her. 

He couldn't fault her confusion. Things had happened too quickly over the past twenty-four hours, even 
for him, let alone her. He gazed around his bachelor space; while he'd showered, shaved and dressed, she'd leached 
the loft of the last traces of the celebration of the night before, more, he knew, to save herself the pain of facing 
reminders than to impress him with her neatness. She'd even changed the bedding on the futon. All that remained 
of all the changes the previous night had wrought were two alien suitcases on his floor, an eruption of female 
clothing tumbling from their unzipped sides, and a white-shadowed shape in a garment bag wedged back ofhis suits. 

Even, he noticed wryly, the balloons were at last gone. 

He scratched a few more notations on the legal pad, then stared off into space as his thoughts wandered 
off again. In a life that specialized in regrets, he wasn't much used to fate tempting him with second chances. Who 
knew where last night could possibly lead? 

He'd just have to roll with it. 

"Nick?" 

He started at her voice, turning toward the bathroom door where she hesitated, surrounded in a humid mist 
and chastely wrapped in one of his bath sheets, hand clenched on the door frame. 

"What's up? Need some shampoo or something?" 

"No." She swallowed. "I'll do it. File charges, I mean." 

He smiled. "Good girl." 

She tentatively returned his expression. "Just promise me one thing, okay?" 

"Whatever you want." 

"When we go to talk to the D.A... just, please, make sure it's not Ken Horton." 


Loh 


"Nice day for a bail-out, huh?" Kelly smiled with thin bravado, trying to be optimistic and make the best 
of it. ' 

"You hang in there, girlfriend.” Gibs, his hand on her shoulder, gave her a soft squeeze, then grinned and 
put on his best ghetto-jive voice. "Baby, you jus' watch us whomp his butt!" 

"Yeah, honey,” Moon echoed the sentiments, "don't you worry. We'll get it all taken care of.” 

"Thanks, guys." She dropped her head, embarrassed, as the two paired off and headed for the van, Moon 
still muttering varied opinions about her ex-fiance as he had since arriving the hour before. "You remember how 
to get there, nght?" 

Gibs nodded, climbing into the driver’ seat, as Moon with a weary moan levered himself up onto the 
passenger side. "Same as when we moved your stuff in. Now don't fuss--you see the sign?" He pointed at the 
hastily-applied "Rescue Rangers" logo he'd slapped on to make her smile. "That's us--to the rescue." 

Nick gunned the bike from the garage and with a squeal of tires on asphalt cut it sharply into a tight turn 
before her, then let its idle ebb to a dull roar as he readjusted his sunglasses against the glare. "Hop on." Kelly 
slid into place behind him on the leather seat, her front pressed to his back and her arms encircling his waist. He 
goosed the throttle, then peeled away into the street. 
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— aa: Pee erhene rabies a maze of suburban streets, past the sedate family neighborhoods Nick had 
einen eth BPC Hom rerere Saturday echoes of lawnmowers and kids playing filled the air. Behind him, 

e felt Kelly sigh and shift, her grip on him disproportionately tight compared to how reasonably he was piloting 
the bike. He glanced back over his shoulder at her. "Everything okay?" 

Si nodded, tossing a few stray blonde strands back from her face. "I'm all right. It's just...” 

Close call, huh?" He felt for her--it was going to take a lot more than just one night to inter that 
relationship. 

‘a cuter 80." Her longing gaze swept over a mother and daughter unloading a week's worth of groceries 
from the family Caravan. "It's just that...I really thought I had it this time, Nick." 

He thought a moment. "Maybe you will the next time." 

She paused, then leaned closer to whisper in his ear, "Tell me about...'next time’, Nick." Her voice was 
more sad than hopeful. 

He didn't know what to say, so instead cleared his throat and changed the subject. "Listen, if he'd kept his 
act together for another eight days, you'd be in a lot worse shape than you are now. Let's just go load everything 
up, take your stuff back to the loft and store it upstairs. And then we can just kick back and have some kind of un- 
shower, okay?” 

"Okay." She forced a thin, fond laugh. "It's really good of them to help--feels sorta like old times, doesn't 
it?" 

He grinned, liking the completeness of the sensation, as he rounded the corner to the cul-de-sac where Kelly 
and Matt had bought their home. The van had already bypassed the house to execute a Y-tum that would send it 
loading-end-first into the driveway. "Even if it is a little time gone by--what's up?” 

He'd felt her body go suddenly taut, the arms around his waist tightening like an iron band. "Something's 
wrong." Her voice held a repeat of the distant strain of the night before. 

He bumped over the rut between gutter and drive, not seeing anything out of the ordinary as he stared at 
the house. "Like what?” 

"There's..no curtains." There was an edge of disbelief to her tone. "And the couch...and the breakfront-- 
you can usually see them from the front window but there's..." She gulped as she slid off the seat of the bike the 
instant he pulled it to a complete stop. "There's nothing there.” 

"Kelly, wait!" He was off the bike right after her, barely pausing to kick the stand into place, as she pelted 
up the front walkway to where the door hung slightly ajar. Moon and Gibs, their faces etched with curiosity, were 
swinging down from the van as she threw the door open, then stood, staring, at the front room. 

The interior was stripped. 

Walls that had held new art prints were bare, only empty nails showing where the tastefully matted-and- 
framed abstract florals had hung only hours before. The footprints of absent furniture still compressed the beige 
carpeting where they used to rest, those marks the only sign of the interior decor Nick knew Kelly had cashed in 
a couple of her CD's to help buy. Dumped in a deliberate heap on the floor in the middle of the entryway were the 
only items left--the clothing she hadn't brought the night before, from old tom jeans to linen suits to something that 
looked like a carefully-preserved plum-colored prom dress in printed crushed velvet. 

She made a sick, tiny sound as Nick came up behind her, her eyes wide, jaw slack and face horrified. The 
quiet sounds from outside--the splash of a car being washed across the way, the bouncing of basketballs into a 
homemade hoop--echoed through the empty rooms as Kelly, moving like a sleepwalker, examined the pillaged space, 
shaking her head in shock and disbelief. 

"Nicky, what's going on?” Moon looked grim, as if he already knew the answer. 

Nick shook his head. There was cold and then there was cold. "Bastard got here before us--cleaned out 
the place." 

: Gibs came in, muttering confidentially, "He musta backed a moving van up and swept everything in during 
the night--you can still see the tire ruts in the grass.” 

Kelly blinked back tears as she wandered back from the bedrooms, looking dazed. "Everything. He took 
everything. There isn't even anything in the garage—my new car is gone. He took everything except..." She 
pointed at the pile of clothing, her face crumpling as Nick held his arms out to her. 

"Get that, will you, guys?” he instructed sotto-voce as he pulled her close, stroking her hair. Gibs nodded, 
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him the high-sign for both of them to vanish. 


all a buddy of mine right now and--" ¥: 
away from him, her face pale. "The bank! Our joint account." 


ed her arm to tow her out, his own heartbeat speeding up in 


scooping up the pile of old clothes as Moon gave 
"Forget about waiting until Monday-I'll c 
"Oh my God." She went rigid and jerked 
He caught her meaning and instantly grabb 


 *Chaan t branch and when does it close?" Saal : nhulpils 
oy th Wiens eR ee Folie o'clock? Three?" Her voice was high-pitched with despair. "It's Saturday--] 


don't know!" He was already firing the bike, urgently patting the space behind him as she bounced onto the seat. 


Without wasting another second he took off. ; i : f 
He spared a glance at his watch, then at the rear-view mirror. To their credit, Moon and Gibs were 


following as best as they could, the wind tearing at the van's impromptu sign and tuming it to paper shreds. "It's 
two-forty-eight right now--if it's three we just might make it." 
"Oh my God..." She kept repeating it like a mantra into his ear, over and over, blanched with despair. 
He skidded up before the frontage of Security Federal at 3:02, just as a bank officer inside tumed a key 
and drew security curtains over the double doors. "Please, you have to let me in!" Kelly pounded with one fist on 
the glass, begging. The officer just smiled, shook her head and pointed at the closed sign on the door, mouthing, 


"Come back Monday." ae Naar : 
Nick looked the automatic teller machine up and down. "Pull up your accounts to see if he's been in them. 


Where's your ATM card? " : : 
She swallowed. "It's here somewhere.” Her hand was shaking as she fumbled through her wallet. Nick 


had to take it from her and slide it into the terminal. be 

Habit cupped her hand around the little keypad as she punched in her access code, her eyes widening as 
she tried again and again. "Nick." Her words were pinched. "It's not working. I don't believe this....". She 
gestured him over, panicked. "You try." 

"What's your code?" He felt sick as the message, "Account closed" stubbomly flashed in response to his 
access request. "I think we're..." 

"Too late." The van rattled up as she sagged against the brick wall of the bank, white-faced and horrified. 
She was beyond tears as she tipped her face up to Nick, then over to Gibs and Moon. "He's cleaned me out. Our 
accounts...were linked. My savings. My whole nest egg--$40,000.” 

Gibs winced. Nick didn't feel so hot either. 

She swallowed. "How could he? He said he loved me...." 

Nick stared at her, then looked away, thinking, as all the circumstances suddenly started to click together. 
"He tumed into someone you didn't know, huh? Right before the big day.” 

"It looks kinda like it was planned,” Gibs commented. "Knock you around, get you out of the house...” 

Moon voiced it first. "Kelly, honey, I hate to say it, but I think you've been scammed." 

Gibs nodded, long-faced. "By an expert." 

"My God, what am I going to do?" Her words were hushed and numb. "How could I have been that 
stupid?" 

Nick put an arm around her shoulders, tucking her trembling body close to his, and caressed her hair. 
"Love is blind, Kelly." 

"Yes." She met their gazes one by one, searching for and finding Moon's sober wisdom and world- 
de Gibs' cheerful, caring, and comical soul; Nick's fire and compassion and zeal. Her plea was unmistakable. 
"Like...Justice."” 


Part Three 


é "Game plan." Nick planted elbows on the polished surface of the bar at Moon's and looked down at the 
quick scribbles he'd added to the moming's legalese. "Kelly's filing criminal charges on Monday, but they won't 
do any good if no one knows where he is. So our number-one priority is to--" 


ee aes tending bar in the Saturday-aftemoon lull, broke in as he brought Nick his second 
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beer. 


"That might not be as easy as it sounds, guys.” Gibs plunked down on the next stool. "I went and checked 
a = ‘neo he was living in when he and Kelly met--and no, he didn't go back, plus there's no forwarding 

Nick nodded. "So we've eliminated one thing. We'll go on from that.” 

Moon frowned. "This isn’t going to be a piece of cake, Nick. This was no spur-of-the-moment thing--he 
acts like a pro.” 

He took a thoughtful swig from his mug, then grinned without humor. "So do we. Now listen, the only 
chance she's got at any satisfaction anytime soon is through us." He stole a glance at Kelly, down at the end of the 
bar, morosely downing some anonymous numbing concoction from a highball glass. "Civil cases can drag on for 
years. We want her stuff back, a roof over her head and wheels under her--now. He took all her proof of 
ownership so we're either going to need to negotiate with him or recreate the paperwork. All that we can take care 
of. Then let the system nail him for everything else." He took another swallow. "Personally, I can't wait." 

ti "Moon?" Kelly's voice cracked with her plea as she pushed her glass in his direction. "Mix me another, 
re) ay ” 

"Comin' right up, sweetheart.” He poured it full again, then patted her hand and left her alone. In response 
to Nick's sharp glance, he murmured, "Don't worry--I know enough to water what's she's drinking. You..." He 
looked pointedly at Nick's own half-empty mug, "I'm not so sure about.” 

"I need some fresh air." Kelly suddenly stood, swinging her bag over her shoulder as she rose. "You guys 
mind?" 

Gibs responded instantly. "I think I need some too. Mind a little company?” 

Resignation fluttered across her face, to be replaced by a wry grin as she gestured him to her side. "Okay, 
I might as well let you come willingly." He slipped a brotherly arm around her waist as he escorted her out. 

Nick watched them go, shaking his head. "I'm not sure how much help she'll be on this one, Moon--she's 
a little too close." 

"She's not the only one." Moon wiped the bar with a rag, hesitating, then leaned in. "What's with you and 
her, Nick?" 

"Huh?" He took another swallow of beer and chased it with a handful of pretzels. "What are you talking 
about?" 

"You know what I mean.” 

"Hey--I picked her up at three in the morning and brought her back to my place. What else was I supposed 
to do at that hour?” 

"Probably..." Moon's voice dropped as he moved away to wait on two new arrivals, "exactly what you did." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" Nick caught at Moon's sleeve and yanked him back, staring a challenge 
at him eye-to-eye. 

"Listen, Nick,” he sighed indulgently, detaching the fingers that twisted in his shirt. "It's written all over 
your faces. The way you're looking at her today and the way she's hanging on to you like there's no one else in 
the world.” 

His voice was taut. "Things happen, Moon." 

"Things change, Nicky. Go ahead--try to tell me it’s the stress of the night. That it was opportunity 
knocking--except I know both of you have had more opportunities than I've had forgeries, and you've never done 
anything before. I know both of you too well. She's like my daughter, and you're...” 

His mouth quirked. "Like the bastard son you'd die before you'd claim?” 

He thought about it for a second, musing, "Well, maybe not 'die’....". His voice and eyes tumed serious. 
"Take care of her, Nicky. And take care of yourself. Maybe this is the best thing in the world that could've 
happened to the both of you." 

"Hey, Moon,” he tossed back the rest of his beer in one long swallow, then gestured for a refill, "don't think 
I haven't been thinking about that all night.” 

"And?" 

He shivered, his fingers convulsing around the handle of the mug. "And it's scaring the shit out of me." 
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Eta 


st as much room as Moon's most sophisticated hacking kit, both items 


strewn across the cluttered surface of the kitchen table in Nick's loft. Moon uit bof ba op —— sweatshirt, 
adjusted the half-glasses balanced low on the bridge of his nose, and stared . at the y on the computer 
screen before shaking his head, slapping another floppy into the disk drive, ra ci Bs ate we} 
Kelly sighed, folded up the travel section and dropped it back onto the pes . e barstool 
and sidled next to Moon, staring over his shoulder. From across the room, gti spare eas a giance, then went back 
to negotiating the terms of the wedding cancellation with the latest vendor he'd called, ange “voice professional 
and persuasive. He was going to have one hell of a cellular bill this month; Moon had been tying up his primary 


phone line for hours, with what appeared to be at best minimal luck. 
"Well?" Kelly leaned in, squinting at the data lines scrolled across the screen. 
"Well' what?" Moon muttered absently, fingers flashing over the keys as he played a game half. 


instinctively, half-technologically. 


"You can't find anything. Can you?" eee a : 
"l never say 'can't.” He suddenly swore, and quickly hit a combination of keys. ""Damn', maybe. "Can't, 


The Sunday paper was taking up almo 


never. 
"Then what's the problem? Can't you get in?" 
"No. I got into the county property records just fine. They've tightened the access the last time I was in 


there--I hit a few roadblocks and almost got nailed by one of their watchdogs, but I threw it a bone and it left me 
alone. Then I ran across a new antiviral and decided to download it--" 

"Moon." Nick hung up the phone, stretched, and ambled across the wide space to join them at the table. 
"This isn't recess. Now do you have anything--or don't you?” 

"Actually..." The old man's face settled into a mass of frown lines as he hemmed and hawed and finally 
admitted, "No." 

"Great." Kelly, in despair, threw her hands up in the air. 

Nick persisted, scowling at the records display. "If you're in, what's the problem? Pull the ownership 
tecords, print and get out." 

"Umm, it's not quite as easy as that, Nicky. As near as I can figure out...Kelly'’s house doesn't exist.” 

"What?" Nick's start of surprise mixed with Kelly's shocked yelp. 

Moon patted at a line of perspiration streaking from his temple. "I've tried to find it by name--Cochran, 
Hendricks, any combo. See?" He waved her back over and pulled up a series of sequential files. "By address. 
By es tax records. Previous owners. Construction permits and contractors’ applications. You name it. That house 
isn't there." 

"Great." A hectic, angry red climbed into Kelly's cheeks, the hot fury tempered by the mist of upset tears 
discoloring her eyes. "I spent three months living in the Twilight Zone.” 

"Kelly, what kind of consulting work did you say Matt did?" 

She couldn't look at either of them, staring instead at a space somewhere beyond the ceiling where lay her 
disappointment and betrayal as she whispered, "Computers." 

"Ouch." Nick cringed in sympathy. 

A wide, almost incongruous grin spread across Moon's face at the pronouncement. "So...a challenge, huh?" 
7 pai _ hands together, then cracked his knuckles, like a concert pianist about to attempt a difficult piece. 
‘ania ae mite Hs vont through his tool kit, pulling out an entirely different set of disks. "This calls for 
he put it, rl find it” ou two..." He waved them away. "Leave me alone for a while~a few more hours. Wherever 

Nick nodded, then caught Kelly's arm. "Let's go for coffee somewhere." 


"I'd rather just go for a walk.” She pushed her hai 
ast tch 
from the rush of anger. "I'm not fit to be seen by anyone.” comp eye aendemeerie! 


"Fine. I've got no problem with that. Now 
put on your 
then went to get his own, frowning to himself at how she , 
to see her--brave and ballsy as she usually was, no m 
coping so badly, her usual resiliency stretched beyond 


jacket and let's go." He shoved it into her hands, 
'd gone mentally limp on him again. It was disconcerting 
atter what threat to her life, limb, and personal well-being~ 
rebound, and he wondered how long it would take her to snép 
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out of it. 


the copie eatin OVeTeAEt Breyed the surrounding alley as Kelly shuffled slightly ahead of him, kicking aside 

© Sop ebris that always found its way onto anonymous city sidestreets. He matched his pace to hers, 
respecting her silence until he figured he'd let her indulge her mood long enough. He cleared his throat until at last 
she brought her eyes up from the scarred pavement and stole a glance at him. "Kelly, | wouldn't worry if I were 
you. Anything Matt could do, Moon can do better.” 

"Matt told me he was the best in the business.” 

"Along with what other lies?! 

She thought about that for a moment, then nodded. "I hope you're right.” Some interest flashed behind 

the one-way mirror of her tired eyes. "What's the deal with all my cancellations?” 
"Good news, bad news. It's not a total loss. The florist won't give you back your deposit, but you can take 
it out in future merchandise since it was too early to get anything specifically for your account at the flower mart 
downtown. Ditto for the caterer--in fact, she was kind of glad you canceled because they're heavily booked next 
weekend. By the way, she said if you want your cake tiers, they've already been baked but are being stored 
undecorated in her freezer." 

"Maybe I'll donate them to a kindergarten picnic or something." She paused to scrape a wad of discarded 
gum from the side of her shoe, rubbing it against the brickwork with a disgusted look on her face. "Hundreds of 
little kids, wired on sugar....” 

Nick automatically put out an arm to steady her as she balanced on one leg, scraping at her shoe, then went 
on. "The photographer is a lot harder-assed, because he said he tumed down a big booking to take yours. He 
delen: quoting a lot of contract-ese at me, so I got hard-assed back. I told him not to even think about liquidated 

amages."” 

"And the botanical gardens? That was paid in full.” 

"We got a little lucky on that one. Another wedding that was booked for the same day called about 
changing to a larger site, so the management agreed to a swap. They've rolled you over to their cheapest pavilion 
and they'll refund the difference. You can even have it if you want." 

"Thanks." There was a glimmer of hope in her eyes. "At least this is a start--I'll have some money coming 
in. Between that and whatever I can get for the ring, maybe I can get by for a while." 

"Gonna go see a jeweler tomorrow?" 

She nodded, making a distasteful face. "I want it out of my face. I get the creeps everytime I look at that 
chunk ofice. It's as cold as his heart.” 

"Start seeing dollar signs instead and maybe that'll make it more bearable.” 

She shrugged, as the vacant, distant mask rose again, shielding her in a silent veil. 

A fat raindrop splatted to the pavement in front of them, followed by another, then by the rest of the sudden 
stream that burst from the skies above. "Great timing,” Nick muttered, zipping his jacket, then catching Kelly's 
elbow and hauling her closer to the high alley walls that surrounded them, trying to partially shield her from the 
additional assault of the elements. "Moon's had enough time alone anyway-let's head back." 

They were drenched and soggy by the time they made it back to the loft, water sheeting off them both in 
dripping streams. Kelly stood shivering next to the elevator while Nick lunged for a pair of towels. He tossed her 
one, then began mopping at himself. 

"Have a nice walk?" Moon was kicking back at the table, sipping a cup of decaf and paging through the 
business section of the paper. 

"More like a swim by the end of it." Nick dried his face, then peered over at the now-blank computer 
screen, arching his eyebrow. "What's the scoop?” 

Moon grinned lazily, his eyes narrowing with a cagey self-satisfaction. "Found iti® 

Kelly perked, looking over a mound of terrycloth loops as she tried to push her sopping hair into some 
semblance of a style. "You did? How?" 

"In layman's terms, he flipped the bits. 1 just had to figure out which ones and flip 'em back. Once I 
caught on to his style, it was easy. He leaves a pretty distinctive trail." He patted the stack of papers beside the 

work station. "I printed everything out for you, as well as the master list that shows where it isn't". He caught 
Nick's eye. "There're criminal statutes against altering records like that, aren't there?" 
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"You bet there are." Nick peeled off his jacket, mopping the gery vere iethpeeness, lather 
surface, then hung it to airdry on the handlebars of the bike. "The at A oth ‘ : He s. Kelly, 
bring it down to the courthouse tomorrow and I'll put you in touch wi e ng : - sash eb Soon 

Moon hedged, "Just make sure you tell them ee res sabi e ‘anon recs 
in ee de) sd ee her cheek to his. "Moon, how can I thank you?" 

Howey He carefully shoved his supplies from harm's way, his face flushed with embarrassment at her 


effusive gratitude. "You can do anything you want, as long as you don't drip on my disks.” 


Etta 


Nick didn't think he would ever get used to seeing Sam pregnant. 
"Weren't you supposed to start your matemity leave this week?" He stared as she waddled across his 


chambers, the moming's correspondence in one hand and his cup of coffee in the other. 
"No." Her sweet smile was resigned. "Gil and I took a long look at our budget, and we decided that we 
just can't afford it until the last possible minute." 
He nodded in sympathy as he picked up his letter opener and began to slit open the stack of envelopes in 
the pile marked "Personal" or "Confidential". "I know how that goes--I was just finishing up law school myself 
when Sandy got pregnant, and we hit some pretty rough financial times." He tossed another life-insurance 
solicitation into the circular file, then gave her a rare, comforting smile. "But it gets better.” 


"You and your boyfriend are having a baby? Sam--that's great news." His eyes widened as his secretary 
suddenly crumpled into the chair on the opposite side of his desk and burst into tears. "Correct me if I'm wrong, 
but I get the impression that congratulations aren't exactly in order." 

She shook her head, ineffectually trying to calm herself. He got up, closed the door to his chambers to shut 
out any prying eyes, handed her his box of tissues and just let her cry. 

He'd never been as close to Sam as he had been to Tara, yet, over the years, he'd grown almost paternally 

fond of her. Her romance with Gil Mendoza had surprised all the courthouse personnel but Nick, who saw more 
than just a little bit of himself in the young cop who patrolled the streets by night and struggled through law books 
by day. 

He turned the tables, fetching her a cup of coffee and trying to place it in her hands, hoping to draw her 
out ofher crying jag. It worked, even though she turned it down, mumbling, "No...1 hear caffeine's bad for a baby." 
She mopped at her eyes. "Sorry, Nick. I'll leave you alone-" 

His hand on her shoulder stopped her as she tried to rise. "Sam, talk to me. If this is because you're not 
married--" 

No. Giland I are just going to move the wedding date a little earlier. It's..." she swallowed, "my parents. 
You know how they feel about Gil. They haven't given me a moment's peace since we started dating. I hadn't even 
told them we were engaged. And when I told my mother I was having a baby, she..." 

"What's their problem?" The question was purely rhetorical; the few times he'd met them, they'd worn their 


social snobbery like silken armor, smooth and impermeable. "Couldn't have anything to do with the fact that Gil's 
a cop, could it? Or Hispanic?" 


She nodded her head. "They deny it, but..." 

He couldn't hold back his immediate anger. "Then screw ‘em, Sam. You're going to have a lot more 
important things to worry about than if Mommy and Daddy approve." 

"But I don't see how Gil and I are Boing to get by." She looked trapped, panicked. "They've cut me off 
Jinancially, unless I agree to break it off with him." | 

He thought back on his own in-laws' disconcerted attitudes, when Sandy had announced their baby on the 
way, and softened. "Listen, Sam. No grandparent will ever let their only grandchild want for anything. Give them 
time and space and they'll come around. And if they don't...then are they really worth bothering about?" 

"I guess not." The insistent shrill of the office phone on her desk caught her attention. "I'd better get back 
to work." She reached up to give the hand still on her shoulder @ grateful squeeze. "Thanks for listening, Nick." 

"Any time." He flipped the page on his desk calendar, then drummed his fingers on his desk, thinking. 
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"Isn't it about time for your salary review? I think I can recommend upgrading your level." 

She gave him a grateful look as she slipped out the door to start the workday only marginally late. 

A week later, in his chambers, he performed the wedding ceremony uniting Samantha Collins and Gilbert 
Mendoza--and Baby--into a family, and as a wedding gift gave the newlyweds a hefty check. 


"So..." He handed her back the few action-items in the entire stack, the rest now largely reduced to 
shredded envelopes and filing. "How was your weekend?" 

"We wallpapered the baby's nursery--if I never see another picture of a duckie wearing diapers it'll be too 
soon." She rolled her eyes. "How was yours? Did your party for Miss Cochran turn out all right?” 

os "It was....interesting,” he allowed. "Great party, but our timing was off. Kelly and Matt broke up later that 
night.” 

"Oh. I'm sorry. How's she taking it?” 

"Things could be better. He roughed her up a little bit, so she's coming in sometime today to talk to the 
D.A.'s office about filing criminal charges. I'm doing her a favor and acting as her advisor, so let me know as soon 
as she gets here." 

"Nothing like a good old-fashioned piece of pro bono, is there?" 

"Anything for a friend," he agreed absently, and got to work. 

He was just finishing a take-in lunch from the deli across the street when Kelly stormed through his door, 
almost apoplectic with rage. Sam, tottering behind, gave him a helpless look as Kelly flung a small shiny something 
at him. "It's not real!" 

"What?" The little projectile rebounded off his tie, then spun across his desk blotter where he trapped it 
under his palm before it could bounce into his afternoon coffee. When he raised his hand, her engagement ring 
winked benignly at him, like secret laughter. He frowned. "What do you mean it's not 'real’?” 

-"T've never been so embarrassed in my life." She rolled eyes shining with shame, hands on hips and foot 
tapping his carpet. "I took it to the jeweler like you said and he just laughed at me and handed it back. It's cubic 
zirconia--not even good cubic. And gold-tone plate over a base metal.” 

He looked down, under her withering gaze feeling somehow responsible for the shortcomings of the entire 
male species. "Sorry, Kel...” 

Her breaths grew dangerously ragged. "He said it looked like it came from QVC, or Home Shopping 
Club...and it couldn't have been worth more than $30 or $40 retail." She swallowed. "There goes most of what I 
thought I had. Nick...I will need a little help with the retainer for the civil action after all.” 

He reached for his checkbook. "Say the word--how much do you need--" 

"Excuse me." Sam, a tiny frown line creasing her usually-smooth forehead, detached herself from the 
neutral territory of the door jamb, where she'd been hovering. "I really don't mean to eavesdrop, but what did you 
just say?" 

"Oh....hi, Sam." Kelly pushed her bangs back off her face and gave her a wan smile. "Sorry I'm not at 
my most sociable. The wedding's off." 

"No." Her voice was urgent. "That I know--Nick already told me. What did you say about the ring?" 

"Let's just say in bed wasn't the only place he screwed me." Sam pinked at Kelly's nasty frankness. "Got 
any use for a cheap piece of plastic?—which is all this fake really is." 

Sam shook her head, looking puzzled. "This sounds really weird, but I was talking with Monica--you 
know, Judge Kaminsky's secretary?—last week, and she was telling me about something that happened to a friend 
of a friend. Some of the details... they sounded just like yours.” 

Kelly leaned forward urgently, coaxing, "Like?” 

"Like the wedding being called off at the last minute because he got rough with her. And the ring not 
being real. There were other things, too." She closed her eyes, thinking, then went on apologetically. "I wasn't 
really paying a lot of attention--Monica talks so much that after a while I tend to shut her off, but...I think there was 
something about the guy cleaning out the house while she wasn't there. And then something about the lady unable 
to prove ownership?” She shrugged. "I'm sorry I'm not that much help." 

"No, Sam," Nick said slowly. "You've been great." 

Kelly's blue eyes flashed, so dark with anger they were almost indigo. "He did it to someone else too. 
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pratense actly who this happened to?” 

"Sam, do you think you could find out exactly who , ; 

"Sure. cia call kas You know," she shook her head, "I would have paid ce ie pase but I 
thought this was just one of those urban legends, like alligators in the sewers or Kentucky Fried Ra 


"I'll make him an urban legend," Kelly promised darkly. 
"We'll owe you on this, Sam. Whatever you need--all the teddy bears or formula your baby can use. Extra 


vacation time. Whatever." He stood, his hands on her shoulders easing her out the door. "Can you get nght on 
this? Oh--and can you also set up an appointment with the D.A.’s office for Kelly, as soon as possible? Sometime 
this afternoon, if not right now?" He didn't give her a chance to hedge. "Thanks.” He closed the door behind her. 

Kelly was still fuming, as he tumed back to her, but behind her Tage was now a cold, focussed glee. Her 
fist tightened over the faux diamond ring, and he half expected that her gnip would have it ground into powder by 
the time she released her tight hold. "I'll get him, Nick. I swear. I'll get him." And he had no doubt that she 
would, for the zeal he knew so well was at last back in her eyes. 


ee 


Kelly stared again at the name and address carefully printed in Sam's neat handwriting on the scrap of damp 
paper clutched in her hand, took a deep breath, and rang the doorbell of the modest apartment. There was a sense 
of tidiness and care to the small porch she waited on, not present in most of the rest of the building; carefully tended 
pothos and spiderplants spilled from hanging baskets ringing the entry, and a small white wrought-iron plant stand 
held an array of pansies and petunias in red clay pots. She thought she heard motion inside, but since she couldn't 
be sure she rang again. The bell echoed faintly through the thin walls, followed by a female voice calling, "Just 
a minute. I'll be right there." 

She heard the snap of locks unlatching, then the door at last swung open. "Yes?" 

"Are you Suzanne Carroll?" 

The woman who answered at her second summons was of medium height, shapely, and blonde, with pale 
eyes and a good tan--in a strange way, a mirror-sister to Kelly herself. The same type. 

That didn't surprise her one bit. 

Those pale eyes were, with reason, wary. "Who wants to know?" 

"I'm Kelly Cochran. I'm a private investigator." From her purse she whipped out a snapshot of Matt from 
the trip they'd taken together to Catalina. "Do you know this man?" 

"Christ, yes." The woman at the door made a face like she'd tasted bad milk. "Matt Erickson. My ex- 
fiance. The pig." 

Kelly frowned. "Erickson'’? Not 'Hendricks'?" 

"Not when / was engaged to him. What's this all about?” Her gaze went suspicious. "He didn't hire you 
to find me, did he?" She began to pull the door closed. "Because if he did, you can just tell that lying, scheming, 
scum-sucking bastard 

"No." Kelly broke into the stream of more-than-familiar invective before more venom could spill. "No, 
he didn't. I'm here on a personal matter. I...knew Matt too. Kinda the same way you did. Look familiar?" The 
fake engagement ring sparkled bright as a broken promise as she held it up into the rays of the late-afternoon sun. 

Suzanne coughed a bitter langh, and eased the door open again. "QVC's finest. Did you know that if you 
stay up late enough at night that sooner or later some fading soap star's going to come on and try to sell it to you 
for $39.95? Shipping and handling not included." She shook her head and motioned Kelly inside. "I lost enough 
sleep over Matt to see a lot of late night offers.” 

"I would too," Kelly admitted wryly as she stepped over the threshold, "except he's got my TV." 

"I hear you.” She gestured around the tiny living room, furnished with Pier One white rattan-obviously 
purchased on a markdown special--throw pillows and more plants. "We bought some great stuff but, unfortunately, 
possession is nine-tenths of the law.” She remembered hostess manners. "Please sit down. And can I get you some 
lemonade?" 

"No-T'll try not to keep you very long. I just wanted to get some details about what Matt ‘Hendricks’ or 
Erickson’ or whoever did to you" She pulled out a small cassette tape recorder. "Would you mind if I documented 


100 


this conversation?" 

"Not at all.” She dropped against a nest of pillows, watching while Kelly snapped in a tape and tested the 
compact machine. "How'd you find out about me--him and me, Kelly?” 

"Just luck. I had no idea there could be two of us." She tumed on the recorder, spoke into the microphone 
to document the time, place and topic, then held it out for the interview. "Now why don't you tell me about your 
relationship and your break-up with Matt?" 

Suzanne leaned back, sighed, and murmured, "God, this is just like therapy..." then began to talk. 

The first tape had run out, the second was almost over, and the afternoon sunlight had muted to an evening 
pallor by the time Suzanne sat back up, stretched, and concluded with a bitter grin, "That's all, folks." She took a 
sip from the glass of iced tea she'd temporarily interrupted her monologue to fetch. 

Kelly shivered; there had been times when she had felt as if a biographer had excerpted directly from her 
life for a particularly mean-spirited and wicked book. "He had it down to a science, didn't he? Everything he did 
to you...he did to me too." 

She wondered if she looked as tired and drained as her subject as she snapped off the tape recorder, the 
took a deep breath before she broached her offer. "Suzanne, I have some friends. They specialize in fixing things. 
We're already working on this but we might need your help." 

"Sure." She stood up, Kelly following her lead and heading for the door. "Anything I can do, just let me 
know. It’s real embarrassing for someone in law enforcement to get taken that way." 

"Law enforcement?" 

Suzanne looked chagrined. "Uh-huh. I'm an officer with the Sheriffs Department. You'd think I'd have 
seen something coming, but no, he just blind-sided me with it all." She looked Kelly hard up and down. "If I do 
the math, he was just starting to romance you as he was in the final stages of dumping me.” Absently she plucked 
a long, stray strand of blonde from Kelly's jacket. "Although I sure couldn't have proved he was romancing 
someone else by the hair.” 

"I'm sorry," Kelly whispered, raking through memories of the early meetings at cappuccino bars and 
romantic walks on the beach to, in retrospect, torment herself for not having guessed his intent. 

"Not your fault.” Suzanne shrugged, looking down, a wry, sad smile tugging at the comer of her mouth. 
"You know, six months living alone in a ratty little place like this when you thought you had it all makes you 
philosophical.” She reached out and caught Kelly's hand, their fingers interlacing tightly. "Our problem is that we're 
modern women, Kelly. We know better than to take physical abuse from a man. One shot, and we're out. History.” 
The voice that had been so steady all afternoon wavered fora moment. "But we're lonely enough to buy their lines, 
believe their lies, see what we want to see. Emotional abuse can be worse than physical--broken bones heal, but 
what's the half-life of a broken heart?” 

Impulsively Kelly hugged her. "Sometimes I think that despite how far we've come we're really no better 
off than our great-grandmothers. But then I remind myself that’s not true, because we can do something about it.” 
She broke the embrace, swearing that she wouldn't shed even one more useless tear, and moved down the modest 
walkway. "I'll be in touch, I promise." 

"I know you will." Suzanne made herself smile as she waved her goodbye. "If nothing else, we can form 
our own twelve-step program. Or,” she finished with a final, ironic laugh, "figure out what the hell he does with 
all those extra houses." 


ee 


The neon lights had been dimmed and, save for the swish of the cleaning crew's mop over the floor, the 
bar was silent. Moon read through the information one more time, nodded his head, then hit "print" on his 
keyboard. "Here's Ms. Carroll's records." 

Kelly nodded, watching as the papers spat from the printer, then tore off the neatly-folded sheaf when it 
had finished. She quickly scanned it, nodding and grinning. "Good. Every thing I can ship over to the D.A.'s 
office helps my case. Nick's running interference for me as a personal favor and trying to push it through.” 

"It pays to have friends in the right places," he agreed. "Now I also got the ownership records on your car." 
Moon added to the bootlegged collection in her hands. "Matt did the same thing to the DMV computers that he 


101 


i 's. That guy could give me a run for my money." A " ' 
ree woh pe eer ae! smile, pean by a quick peck to his forehead. He grinned. "Nobody's better than 
you, Moon." 

"Age and treachery will always overcome youth and 
he bent over the keyboard again. "I wonder..." i 

Kelly ay get herself a diet soda from behind the bar. "What?" neue sf 

"Did you ever stop to think if he did this to anyone else?--I mean, besides hahaa ge = 

"No..." She tilted her head, pushing back a tumble of blonde hair. What are you getting at? 

He shrugged. "It's worth alook. He's got his own particular style--kind of like his peneaiatk. Three times 
in, I've gotten kinda used to it. It wouldn't be too hard for me to put together and activate a little program to look 
for evidence that he's been somewhere else.” ; 

ea: ne hurt. If you don’t mind taking the time, that is." She put back the caffeine-free, sugar-free 
soda and got herself some high-octane instead, wondering just how late yet another night was going to last. 

"I got no place else to go....". He began to build an incomprehensible and pepeapeve acray of omen and 
programs to do the search, somehow managing to keep half a conversation going as he worked. "So...where's Nick 
tonight?" 

r "Home." She sipped at the cola-fizz that bubbled around the rim of the can when she popped the top. "I 
checked in with him and gave him an update but told him I'd come over here tonight rather than having all of us 
hanging around there. We've kind of been tripping over each other and I thought I'd give him some peace tonight. 
He's not really used to having anyone around. Anymore,” she amended. 

"You could fix that, you know.” His words were almost too casual. 

"No." She shook her head rapidly. "This is only short-term. Once we've got my life sorted out, it's back 
to the way it used to be.” Inwardly, she doubted every word she said and wondered if Moon could sense her 
dissembling. 

"He likes you there.” 

Kelly frowned and gave him a quizzical look. "Now did he really say that? Or are you just matchmaking? 
You should know better that to try that, Moon." 

"I've known him a long time, Kel. He's come pretty far.” 

"Not far enough," she countered. "And I'm not sure I..." She cut herself off, the doubts she'd always felt 
had evaporated months past and she had yet to be successful in her reinstatement of a million and ten reasons why 
it would never work. "Never mind. Can we just drop this? It’s really too soon for me to think about another 
relationship at all, let alone with Nick." 

"Just trying to help a pair of buddies out of a rough spot, that's all. No offense meant. There." He 
activated the program and leaned back. "Let's give it a little while to work, and see what it comes up with." 

Close to three, the computer began to chatter as if to itself, the drives whirring with the uploading of data. 
Moon gave a low whistle as the screen came alive. "Here it is. One...no, two records." 

"Twins." They pressed close together to read the results. "Amy Alvarez and Matt....oh, it was 'Ferguson’ 
that time. Does he pick his names out of the WASP handbook?" Her voice lifted with sarcasm. Moon grunted 
his amusement. "Escrow closed eighteen months ago, so it's kind of old news..." She quickly read it through, 
noting all the details that would make it possible to track victim number three’s current location. 

Moon pulled up the next retrieved file, quoting, "Tatiana Relich and Matt Campbell. Yep, another boring 
white bread name. Escrow..." He raised his eyebrows. "Escrow on this one just closed last week. I think we've 
stumbled across a robbery in progress, Kel. Looks like she’s his next mark." 

van a on s mouth tightened. "I'm not going to let another poor girl go through what I did. Can you print out 
s too?” 

"As long as I've got a ribbon and a data line, I can do anything.” 

"It's a good thing, too." She tore the data off virtually as it came off the printer, then bundled the night's 
bootie together and placed it in the extra leatherette attache case Nick had loaned her. She shook her head as she 
found the car keys to the — she'd picked up that moming, after realizing that borrowing Nick's car as well would 
greatly inconvenience him. "I'm lucky to have friends who can do me a favor. The way my financial situation is, 
I don't think I could afford even my own retainer for the investigation on this one." She gave him another quick, 


skill," he muttered--not without a mark of pride--as 
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grateful peck, this one to his cheek, and they called it a night. 


blasted 


Amy Alvarez crossed arms over her bosom and stared down at Kelly with a dry, cynical look on her face, 
not budging from the stoop of the condo she currently shared with her younger sister. "A name from my past. So 
you know Matt Ferguson too? 

Kelly stepped up onto the stoop herself, trying to reduce Amy's height advantage. The woman was 
intimidatingly tall and very lean, almost dancer-like, with short-cropped brunette hair and large brown eyes so deep 
and dark that at times they flashed almost coal-black. Kelly couldn't help thinking that, in that first sting, Matt had 
gone for a physical type much different than either Suzanne or she had both been. 

Still looking up--though not quite as far as she had. before--she cleared her throat and admitted, "1 knew 
him pretty well." 

"Let me guess." Her voice rose as she lilted through the checklist, the faint Spanish accent of a barrio long 
ago left past creeping into her phraseology. "You were engaged to him, love of your life, all that mierda, and then 
right before the wedding...pow! He tums into Ralph Kramden, smacks you around, you get angry and walk out, 
and when you try to walk back in your stuffis gone, your savings are gone--he's gone--and everyone thinks you're 
nuts trying to claim a house there are no records on.” 

Kelly made a helpless, "you've-got-me" gesture with her hands. "How'd you guess?" 

"Because you're walking around with that same shell-shocked look on your face that 1 did when I came 
back the day after he smacked me around." The dry, self-mocking smile retumed. "And I bet all you can think 
about is getting even, hmm?" 

"No. I just want justice." 

"Justice is too good for a guy like that. Sometimes I think that woman in Manassas had the nght idea. 
One cut, and there goes his palo." She laughed, then glanced at her wristwatch. "Listen, I'm really sorry I can't 
help you. This is all old news to me--it happened a long time ago when I was in what my family calls my 'young 
and stupid’ stage--and I'd really prefer not to think about it anymore." 

Kelly pointed out quietly, "Eighteen months ago isn't all that long." 

"It feels like forever when you're trying to claw your way back up from the bottom.” Distress replaced the 
cynicism for just a moment before the tough mask came back. "I'll be late for work. I'm a paralegal and I've got 
appointments starting at ten, so if you'll excuse me...." 

Another sharp woman who wouldn't take it, Kelly thought to herself. He sure knows how to pick ‘em.... 
"If I could just show you something before I go. It won't take very long.” 

"Whatever." 

Kelly pulled the purloined house records from her briefcase and placed them in Amy's hands. The woman 
scanned then, her eyes widening as she realized what she'd been given. "Madre de dios, where did you get these?" 

"An anonymous source who's helping me in the investigation.” 

She shook her head, impressed. "Your sources must be better than mine. I had a P.I. myself looking for 
him for a while. We thought we almost had him, but I think he felt I might have been closing in on him and so 
he bolted--laid low." 

Kelly digested that information, nodding. That would explain the year of inactivity between Amy and 
Suzanne.... "You and I aren't the only ones, Amy. He's made a career of bilking women--women like us--out of 
everything they've worked so hard for. We're not so much out to make him pay as to get back what's rightfully 
ours." 

"Like our pride, right, hermana?" 

"And a lot more. Now...are you with us?" 

Amy hesitated only a second. "I'll call in late at the office. Now come on inside." 


a 


Kelly was in her most efficient, private investigator mode as she stood before Nick's desk in his chambers, 
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ak between morning and afternoon sessions. "Here's the statement of 


where she'd caught him during the brief bre " She plunked the cassette tape down onto 


one Ms. Amy Alvarez, taken between 8:30 and 9:30 AM this morning. 


his: deak; bloties. "Good work, Ms. Cochran. Nothing like a case you can Teally sink your teeth 


He nodded his approval. 2 i : : 
: : in his hand with a late-morning doughnut and took 
into." He shuffled the papers on his desk, then replaced the pen s Pippa hee Ta: 


a bite. Kelly made a face at his substitute for a proper lunch but kept silent. : 
appreciate all this, not to mention the gratitude of the taxpayers for all the money you're saving them by running 
your own investigation.” Nee me 
is isn't , Nick Marshall. Don't be so ous. ‘ é i 

pectie ch fase: I'm being realistic. If the county was researching this sikh - years they'd 
finally have all the pertinent data together and by that time Mr. Matt Whoever would have worked his way through 
all fifty states, not to mention a number of territories." He slid the tape into a transmittal envelope and buzzed Sam 
into his chambers to hand it over to her. "Do you think you could you courier this over to the proper offices 
sometime this afternoon?” . “Apgiaee 

"Not a problem.” She gave Kelly a sympathetic glance. "How are things going? j 

"They're getting there, Sam. We owe you on this one.” She tumed most of her attention back “ Nick. 
"Amy and Suzanne and I want to get together this evening and figure out what to do about that poor gil he's with 
right now. There's a very fine line between ‘warning’ and 'scaring off, especially if she's as in love with Matt night 
now as all the rest of us were at that point." Her voice wavered for just a second, he made nothing of it, figuring 
she was tired of endless expressions of sympathy; but when Sam lightly touched her on the shoulder in a brief and 
consoling gesture, with a weary smile she pulled her positive attitude back together. "So I guess I'll see you when 
I see you." 

: "I'll leave a light on." For a moment he wondered if he should make up the extra bedroll, as he had every 
night since she'd started staying with him, then at last accepted it was no longer worth the bother. She'd ignored 
it when she'd come straggling in at 3:30 in the moming, to slip out of her jeans and sweater and gossamer 
underthings and slide silkily naked into bed next to him. He'd barely been dozing, not wishing to admit even to 
himself that he'd been waiting for her retum. Their tender, good-night kiss had mutated instead into a sleepy, good- 
night coupling, her body beside, around, enclosing his to warm the cold and empty spaces. 

It was almost starting to feel like she belonged there. 

She was still hovering in front of his desk, as if waiting, and he wondered what he might have forgotten. 
There wasn't much more to the mid-day break and, almost a little too brusquely, he queried, "Anything else? 

She shook her head. "No...not really." Then she suddenly bent over the desk, her lips headed for his. 
Without protest he met her mouth, returning the spontaneous kiss, feeling the sense of warmth she'd sparked the 
night before return to his heart and body in a heated, nestling coil. 

Her hand drifted to the back of his head, her fingers sliding up to his hair and teasingly feeling for one of 
the clips that secured it in place for daywear. Against her lips, he murmured, "Don't you dare. I have an image..." 

She broke the kiss and tumed to go. "I'll save it for later, then. I gotta go." In the doorway, she tumed, 
and winked. "I'll see you tonight.” 

‘ Sam was still watching him even after Kelly had left, he refused to meet her eyes, warming, "Don't get 
started.” 


She did anyway. "I was just thinking... Tara said you used to look happy, back before...you know. | 
wonder if she meant..." She shifted uncomfortably. "...the way you do now.” 


He deliberately frowned, to take away any misconceptions his meddling secretary might have construed 


from a random expression. ""Happy’? Sam, all I'm doing is helping a friend who's in a tight spot. I've been known 
to do that.” 


"I don't know," she finished dubiously as she paired her parting analysis with a quick retreat. "Maybe she's 
helping you." 


he 


"I've never been on a stakeout before.” Amy laughed, then sipped at a well-doctored cup of coffee in 8 
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take-out cup. "This is cool.” 

Kelly and Suzanne both made faces bome of long, boring experiences. "No, it's not,” Kelly insisted. "I 
hope you brought a good book.” 

"Or the moming news,” Suzanne added, pretending to peer over the "Life and Style” section of the Times 
while keeping her eyes locked on the facade of the quiet house three doors down and across the street from where 
they'd parked--"Matt and Tat’s Love Nest", as they'd dubbed it a few wine coolers into their evening. Their meeting 
of the night before had led to one inevitable plan of action--a united intervention, all three of them confronting the 
victim-to-be with incontrovertible evidence, not only to warn her, but with hopes that she would help them. Kelly's 
expertise convinced the other two to proceed with caution, carefully scoping out the current situation before making 
any moves. 

It was already starting to look like a long moming. They'd parked at sunrise, and now, almost ninety 
minutes later, there were still no signs of action in the tidy suburban ranch house they surveyed. 

In the back seat, Amy fidgeted. "You sure anyone's there?" 

"Well, there's a car in the driveway," Kelly pointed out. Suzanne finished, "And it's logical that, at this time 
of the moming, someone would be." 

"You girls sound like you know what you're doing. I should get my nose out of my law books and try 
living a real life. Geez!" She exhaled sharply and squirmed. "This coffee's going right through me. What do you 
do when you have to pee? 

Kelly started, catching motion behind the drawn sheers at the front of the house. "Hold it." 

"I can't,” Amy started to whine. 

"No. That's not what I mean. It looks like someone might be coming out." 

The front door swung open and a tall, good-looking, more than familiar man stepped out, trailed by a tall 
and wispy brunette in black stirrup pants and a white gauze top. 

"My God, it is him." Kelly's gut tightened and she figured the other two were having similar, visceral 
responses. 

Suzanne sucked in a breath and moved forward, reaching for the door handle. "I could just--" 

"Don't." Kelly stopped her with a light touch, reminding her, "Right now we're just here to watch.” 

Amy stared hard as Matt and Tatiana kissed on the porch, any urgent bodily needs temporarily forgotten. 
"Madre de dios, somebody hand me a mirror. Couldn't she almost be my gemela—my twin?" Indeed, as there was 
between Kelly and Suzanne, there was more than a passing resemblance between the two brunettes. 

"He's certainly keeping true to type," Kelly muttered. She wondered how many of Matt's late nights and 
"business trips” had actually been spent in the arms of this woman, no farther away than cross-town. 

The public display of affection went on a little longer than appropriate before Tatiana, her fine, high- 
cheekboned face crinkling with amusement, pushed him away. Matt reached around to pinch her on the bottom, 
her yelp carried all the way down the street. 

"Creep," all three said in unison, then looked at each other, surprised, and suppressed a group laugh. 

"Didn't you really hate it when he did that?” Suzanne threw in, watching as Matt strolled to his car. 

"Or when he'd cut his toenails in bed." Kelly made a disgusted face. 

Amy hissed, "Look at him swagger. Like he owns the world. Do we have a surprise for you, big fella." 

Matt started the car and backed out, waving a good-bye to Tatiana. "Duck!" Kelly commanded as he 
wheeled down the road toward them. "He's coming this direction." Three heads quickly dipped out of sight, then, 
a minute later, bobbed back up to survey a house now as quiet as it had been before. 

Kelly glanced at her watch. "Give it a ten-count to make sure he's not coming back. Then, what do you 
say....we go inside and talk to her?” 


ae oe 
Tatiana Relich was taking it as well as any woman could at having her space--and heart-suddenly invaded 
by three strangers with irrefutable proof that the man in her life was an utter cad. 


She stared down at the ream of paperwork in her lap, closing her eyes and shaking her head. One tear crept 
from beneath a lowered lid; Kelly wordlessly handed her a tissue. 
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Her voice was soft and lightly accented with traces 


bal i to you." 
I'm so very sorry for everything he's done to y "It's so hard to believe that I'm next, but..." 


of a European upbringing, her manner demure and self-effacing. 
"Not if we can help it,” Kelly consoled. 
Tatiana dabbed at her tears and went on. "I can 

some signs that I didn't wish to see." 
"He must be getting sloppy,” Suzanne broke in. 


"Cocky," Amy corrected, sneering. "We'll show him." . 
No. caer pains as ene had done to her two days before, Tatiana touched Kelly's long blonde 


hair, then patted her own short dark arrangement of tight curls. "He had the nerve to tell me raat one of his co- 
workers raised Afghan hounds which would shed on him whenever they came into the office.... 

"So now my hair's the color of someone's dog, huh?" Kelly bristled. 

"He'd've been better off to stick with one shade of Miss Clairol," Amy cracked. 

Suzanne remarked, "He had me change the color of my lipstick, to--" 

"Fresh peach'?” Kelly finished with her in unison. They both shook their heads. "I guess that's one way 


of avoiding suspicious cosmetics stains." 

Tatiana’s eyes darted over them in query. "What can I do? What should I do?" 

Kelly rose and gestured at the others to join her. "Nothing for now. Don't let on that we were here, okay? 
Just...keep an eye on him for us and we'll let you know if we need anything else.” She smiled with the beginnings 
of satisfaction. "It's going to end real soon--and you won't have to go through what we did--if everything works 


out the way I think it will.” 


't say that I didn't suspect him of...something. There were 


ae 


Court had wrapped up early and Nick was using the free time to do a little more than just shift the stack 
of papers around on his desk, though his concentration kept straying from the multiple tasks at hand. He gritted 
his teeth and tried to think of torts and writs and subpoenas instead of long smooth legs wrapped around his torso 
and fragrant wisps of soft blonde hair trailing across his chest in the night... 

The intercom buzzer pierced rudely into his thoughts. He jumped, then fumbled for the connect button. 
"What?" 

Sam advised, her voice a little anxious, "Nick, you've got two phone calls that came in on top of each other. 
One's from the D.A.'s office and the other is from the governors." 

His stomach performed an involuntary lurch at either prospect. "Stall one and give me the other." 

"Which?" 

"Whichever." If truth be told, he wasn't looking forward to either call. 

When he picked up his phone, one of the D.A.'s assistants was on the line, with the bad news about Kelly's 
case that courthouse gossip had already led him to expect. The conversation was short, simple, and decidedly not 
sweet. As a consequence, his stomach had already started a slow, acidy bum when he tured his attention to the 
second call. 

It wasn't the governor himself, but one of his flunkies, following up on the offer of the week before. Nick 
quickly arranged a polite and sociable script in his head, deflecting the obsequious flattery with self-effacing good 
humor, saying as little as possible and managing to commit to nothing when the conversation veered off into 
pressing him for an answer. 

At the end of the five minutes, when they'd signed off, one thing was undeniable—they wanted him bad. 
He tapped his fingers on the desk and stared into space, brooding and wondering. 

He'd just finished clearing his desk of the last of the urgent matters when Sam came in fifteen minutes later. 
"Going home so soon?" 

He barely bite seets her. "There's nothing on the docket for this afternoon. If anyone asks, tell ‘em 
sh got a headache.” In truth, any ache was more in his chest than his head, a spreading, unsettling hollowness that 

itter experience wamed him would never be filled--more nuisance. he tri ‘sues rabbed 
his briefcase, threw on his jacket, and walked out. and pas eee eR 


The loft was deserted when he got there; he figured Kelly and her cohorts were out plotting and planning 
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over Caesar salads and wine coolers somewhere. Even without her presence, the space felt somehow different, 
changed; more than just the addition of her spare possessions, or the faint, fragrant scent of talcum and cologne that 
seemed to cling to everything she'd touched. 

Ridiculous. She'd been there often and he'd never noticed it before. 

But he couldn't deny that somehow, his bachelor space seemed...warmer? 

He stripped off his suit, tempted to leave it where he'd shucked it until he realized that, if she came back 
before he did, she'd probably feel obligated to hang and brush it and get it ready for its next wearing. He'd never 
even allowed Sandy to do that, they'd been partners in the world, not master-slave, and he'd refused to let her be 
the "little woman". For Kelly, he'd make even less of an exception. 

He shed the veneer of civilization, unfastening Brooks Brothers buttons, plucking pins from his hair and 
replacing brogans with boots, until he was dressed down, snugged instead by old jeans wom thin at the knees, a taut 
cotton T-shirt, and his safe and familiar leather jacket. 

When he felt like this, he had to ride. 

At these times, the bike seemed a more sentient beast than he, more tapped into primal awareness and near- 
animal instincts and needs and desires. It roared with a suppressed anger, like a prehistoric creature awakened from 
long slumber, then leapt eagerly forward at his urging, flashing past the slow, the stationery, mocking those bound 
to earth by gravity or the thinnest threads of commonality and civility and cowardice. A predator on the hunt. 

If only its pilot knew what he sought. 

He rode, wrapped in numbing mental gauze, letting himself drift, detached, until his thoughts were stilled 
and sluggish and there was nothing but the vibration of the bike beneath him, the winds of motion whipping at his 
hair and stinging his eyes until they ran with reflex wetness...and freedom, freedom all around, from pain and trouble 
and memories old and new and everything else he wanted to forget... 

The bike coughed to a stop and he blinked, coming out of it as if finally snapped to by a hypnotist. He 
hadn't registered making any stops before, but his own personal autopilot had put flowers in his hands--two 
bouquets--and sent him through the gates of a place he knew far too well. 

The cemetery where his family had been placed at final rest sprawled around him, elaborate headstones 
marking generations gone by. He parked the bike and dismounted, walking slowly across the manicured lawn to 
the twin plots Sandy's relatives had ended up selecting when his own shock and loss and deep, immeasurable grief 
had left him temporarily incapable of the most basic decisions. 

He crouched before the two headstones, carefully arranging the two bouquets—daisies for his daughter, lilacs 
and day lilies for his wife--in place. "Hey..." he said softly, in brief salutation, almost like a ritual. Save in his 
dreams, he rarely said more, and knew today would be no exception. 

It could still hurt, like an old war wound that twinged at a change in the weather, though the pain was no 
longer fatal; he'd passed that crisis a few years back. The hot core that bumed inside him felt oddly encrusted, 
contained somehow, wrapped in cold grey ash like an old coal. Briefly he wondered if it was age--after all, he was 
damn near forty, at the cusp of not-quite-old yet no-longer-young—or simple attrition; not all flames could be stoked 
forever. 

But memories could. 

He smiled, knowing that their memory would always be with him, no matter where he went or what he 
decided. The plots of ground and slabs of marble that carried their names didn't contain the souls that still resided 
in his heart. He felt something akin to a shifting inside, the hollowness filling, easing, shrinking as he rose to go. 

He hadn't realized how long he'd been there. The sun tilted low on the horizon, a fat orange ball wrapped 
in puffs of pink clouds against a sky that darkened to indigo at its zenith. Venus had risen, a pale, scintillating 
pinpoint twinkle against the deepening blue of twilight. He shook his head as he spoke to the evening star. "Wish 
I knew what to wish for," then looked one final time at the pair of graves where the bundles of fresh flowers 
bobbed gently in the evening breeze. "I'll see you,” he said at last, and left. 


a ee 


Dinner smelled awfully good; it was a shame he wasn't quite in the mood for it. 
Kelly greeted him spiritedly as he came in, calling out "Hi!" and waving a ladle in his direction. She was 
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productive day for her. "You like pot roast?" she grinned. "Just 
--I got kind of a late start. I sac ve aia pier : 

" " ‘s jacket, kicked off his shoes and went to medicate his mood with a beer. 

ss bern mesh ire of si state of mind; he couldn't decided whether that was good or bad, 
but for now at least it seemed to delay the bad news he'd have to give her sooner OF later. ; 

Unfortunately, as she plunked down beside him on the futon, it seemed that it was going to be sooner. 
"Nick, we all got together today. Tatiana’s keeping an eye on him, so as long as it's just a matter of time before 
the D.A. can file charges-" : ; 

"Kelly," pit in, and shifted to face her, catching her hands between his. Her skin was warm and soft 
and very moist, almost...steamy, no doubt from her cooking. He grasped them tightly, gently stroking her with his 
thumbs. "I'm sorry, but..." 

Her face went suspicious. "What?” : 

"What you're rit just isn't going to work. The grand jury didn't find enough verifiable, compelling 
evidence to proceed with a case at this time. There are going to be no charges filed.” ; 

"No." Tears stung at her eyes and she tried to pull away, Nick wouldn't let her. "That's not right. Nick, 
he did this to all of us, and you and I both know he is guilty as hell.” 

"I know, Kelly, and I sympathize. I'm not saying there isn't a valid civil matter, and I know you've got an 
attomey working on that end of it. But as far as an indictment goes, the grand jury felt that everything you had was 
either circumstantial or inadmissable--it wouldn't stand up in a court of law.” 

"And what did you think, Judge Marshall?” Her voice was frosty with disappointment. 

He hedged. "I'm a little too close to this case to offer a valid opinion--" 

"Cut the crap, Nick." 

"Okay." He shifted uncomfortably. "It wouldn't be the first time I had to throw something out of court 
that I felt was morally wrong, or let a defendant off who I knew in my heart was guilty.” 

"Well, thanks for nothing, Judge.” She detached her hands from his, rubbing at her eyes, then stalked 
across the loft, hands on her hips. 

He rose and trailed her across the open space, hectoring and defensive. "The law is the law, Kelly, and 
the system is bound by it. There's nothing I can do. I've already done as much as I could, and more. Do you think 
I like it any more than you do?” 

"That's all well and good for you to say, because you didn't get screwed out of your house and your car 
and everything you cherished..." She trailed away, realizing what she had said. "Sorry. I just got carried away. 
So...what do we do next?" 

He allowed himself to smile. "What do you think? What we always do when the system lets us down. 
If we had just a little more corroborating evidence we might get him yet. Think of it this way: confession--Matt's 
confession--could be as good for the system as it is for the soul.” 

He took her hands again and pulled her close, kissing her, and they both forgot about dinner for a while. 


so cheerful and peppy he knew it must have been a 
like mother used to make? It'll be ready at seven-thirty 


Part Four 


"If that isn't the damn scariest sight I've ever seen--four women wronged by the same guy, all sitting at the 
same table talking." Moon paused in the middle of drawing a beer and shuddered. 


Gibs nodded his agreement, eying them just as warily. "I wouldn't wanna let any of them near any sharp 
objects right now.” 


"You mean the kind that go 'snip snip’, Gibsy?" 

Nick snorted as he downed a quick shot of whisky. "Hell hath no fury' and all that. I wonder what they're 
gonna come up with?” 

"You're letting Kelly plot the sting?” Gibs' eyes were round with 

"Why not?" Nick shrugged. aan 


Moon threw in his two cents' worth. "I thought you said at the start of it that she was a little too close.” 
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"That was five days and a lot of dirty laundry ago." He finished his drink, waved away the offer of 
another, and tipped his stool back, bracing his shoulders against the brick inner wall at the rear of the bar where he 
and Moon and Gibs had clustered. "Nobody knows Matt--or his M.O.--better than those four women. I can just 
about guarantee they'll come up with something that'll work.” 

Gibs assessed the circle of women again, eying the detritus of their planning--stacked plates, empty bottles 
of mineral water, and a drift of crumpled paper--that bespoke how many uninterrupted hours they'd been at it. 
"Well, all I can say is it better be soon. I can't be here all night.” 

"Violet again?" There seemed to be no end to Moon's amusement as he poked him. 

"Yeah," he admitted. "She's been a little under the weather the last couple of days and kinda bitchy. She'd 
probably be right at home with the rest of them." 

"Hey, bring her by," Nick invited, wondering as he lazily watched the ladies through lowered eyelids 
exactly how Gibs' lovely bride would fit into their little clique. 

Gibs gave anervous laugh. "I wouldn't dare. Afterwards, she'd probably make me sign a post-nuptial pre- 
nuptial agreement." 

"So married life isn't quite what you expected, huh?" Moon prodded. 

Gibs thought a second, then slowly shook his head. "No. But that’s because most of the time it’s a lot 
better." 

"Can the chatter." Nick sat up straight. "Here she comes." 

Kelly's cheeks were pink with excitement as she joined them in their comer. "We've got it all figured out. 
We're going to have a wedding.” 

"A what?" Nick leaned forward, wondering if he'd heard her right. 

He found out he had, as she patiently explained, "You know, a wedding. One of those things with a bride 
and a groom and a beautiful white dress, flowers, guests..." 

"Kelly." He cleared his throat. "In case you haven't noticed, your wedding was called off." 

Her eyes narrowed. "Nick, as far as I'm concerned, he owes me one. Now look--we still have a site, some 
flowers, some catering--even some photographs if we want them. We'll just put together a little one. Tatiana will 
invite him to 'a friend's' wedding. Once he's there, and we can catch him off-guard, we'll get all the rest of the 
information we need for the indictment.” Her mouth set. "And even if we don't, with all four of us there, he's going 
to have a hell of a time wriggling out of what we all want back from him." 

"Think this through, Kelly." Nick's head was starting to hurt for real. "Isn't he going to catch on when 
he goes to the same botanical gardens he was supposed to be married at, the same day, same time?” 

"Do you want the truth?” Her face sobered. "No. It's the same gardens, but not the same location inside, 
plus, we're also setting it up for a half-hour later. And in retrospect I get the impression that he wasn't exactly 
paying attention to any of the wedding plans. I mean, after all, it never was his intention to be there." 

He gave up. "Okay. It's your call, Kelly. If this is what you wanna do, so be it.” 

"Thanks. Now we've got it all figured out." She pointed to them one by one. "It needs to look as real 
as possible. I've got the dress, so I get to be the bride. Amy and Suzanne will be my attendants. Moon can get 
his clerical collar out of mothballs and perform the ceremony, right? And Gibs, at a certain point we'll need a 
distraction of some sort, okay?” 

Both nodded, Moon adding, "And that only leaves..." 

Nick had a wretched suspicion of what was coming, and braced himself, not altogether sure he was up to 
it. 

She smiled, her hand coming out to rest lightly atop his. "Nick Marshall,” she cooed, as she batted feathery 
lashes at him, "will you marry me?” 


Prod 


The end of the week couldn't come soon enough. Nick felt worn and tired and ragged as he took the easy 
way up and rode the elevator into the loft. He'd been all day in his courtroom, listening to opening arguments on 
a case he could tell would take weeks to wrap up, and frustrated that, despite his suspicion that in the end it would 
all come to naught, there was currently nothing he could do about it. Grandstanding lawyers set his nerves on edge, 
and the defense attorney had been right up there with the best of them. 
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that the next day was all "go"; that the few reinstated arrangements 
nfirmed; that, at Kelly's request, Sam and her husband had agreed 
portantly, that Tatiana had told her there appeared to be no 


Kelly had called him at lunch to verify 
they'd left hanging the day before had been recon! 
to help with the details if necessary, and, most im : 

roblem with their guest of honor attending the mock ceremony. bias : 1h 
‘ He sighed ne the doors slid open and he stepped into the loft, loosening his tie and unbuttoning his jacket 


as he entered. Another twenty-four hours, and it would all be over... 

The lights were off and the loft was dark, save for a soft, amber glow from the far comer. He paused, 
searching through the dimness, his hand poised by the switch. "Kelly? You here? 

"Yes." Her answer was soft, pensive. 


"Then where?" : 
"Over here." Her gentle motion beckoned him into the main rectangle of the open room. 


He paused, bemused, taking in the changes he could more sense than see in the low lighting. "You 
redecorating?” 4 : 

"No." She rose from a nest of bedding arranged before a bank of makeshift shelves, upon which dozens 
of small votive candled shimmered in multicolored glass holders. "I just..." She crossed the room to place in his 
hand a glass of white wine. ; 

He took his first mellowing sip--it was a good vintage--then looked her up and down. She was clad in 
nothing but a crisp white T-shirt and tights, her feet bare, hair loose and face innocently scrubbed of all make-up. 
"Just what? What's going on?" 

She silently caught his hand and led him across the room, gesturing for him to sit. He obeyed, dropping 
cross-legged into the nest of stacked cushions and settling back to find it cozy and warm. She sank down beside 
him, her own wineglass in hand, and snuggled close. "So?" he prompted. 

She stared into the flickering candlelight as she explained, "It's been a rough week. I just wanted to find 
some way to say thanks for everything.” She made an embarrassed gesture at the shelving and the candles it 
contained. "That's supposed to be a fireplace.” 

"Works for me," he nodded, and tossed back the contents of his wineglass. "Let me get a little more 
comfortable--" 

She pulled the hand away that agitated at his tie, stopping him, and pressed him back. Her voice was low. 
"No. Let me.” 

Her hands slid over him, touching, removing, acquitting him of the trappings of the day, stripping him first 
of suitcoat, tie, cufflinks, shirt. She slid fingers into his hair, unclipping, unfastening, ruffling and shaking it free 
for him, while he stared deep into her eyes and saw there the pleasure she was taking in releasing him from the 
persona that lived by day. She gently removed the glasses from the sharp bridge of his nose, carefully folded them 
and set them aside where no damage would come to them. 

Fingers grazed down over his bare chest, sending him shivering as she reached his belt, deftly unbuckling 
and pulling it free from the loops. She quickly unzipped his good trousers, the skim of her fingers awakening his 
nascent hardness, yet she ignored the hint of his readiness and, instead, travelled on down, to his feet. Shoes and 
socks were quickly gone in an efficient touch; then she caught the cuffs of his pants and tugged. He helped her, 
lifting his body so that she could slide them off and away. 

She crawled back up, agonizingly slowly, kneading and massaging and kissing his bare legs until she'd 
reached the line of his boxer shorts. He started to raise himself again but with a secret smile she stopped him. 

Her hands knotted in the fabric of one leg, and with a sudden, sharp yank she split them at the seam. He 
me in a startled breath even as she repeated the procedure on the other side, then whisked the torn shorts off 
and away. 

_ His heart was unexpectedly pounding, his body rigid at the ferocity and passion of her gesture. The glass 
of wine he sone straight to his head and he felt almost dazed. "You gonna fix those?" 

__ "You're not going to care," she promised. With lithe grace she shimmied out of her tights, then pulled the 
T-shirt off over her head. Her naked body gleamed and shimmered in the faint light of the dozens of candles, 
painted with tiny prisms of color from glass of loden and cranberry and teal. 
laa Brest roan si sao No and around him to stretch him ont flat, her body above his. Her hands 
inde kik ee seid Shi aibasA ery against his lashes. "Close your eyes." He sank back and let her 

i i and licked and petted him, leaving nothing untouched, appreciating 
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everything. Her mouth working on him--everywhere--was exquisite torment as it coaxed begging moans from him, 
his body writhing and nsing from the enveloping cushions. 

Her fingers taught him ancient, primal legends. 

Her teeth made him cry out for release. 

Even as he knew he could not resist completion one moment longer, she was reaching for the protection 
they needed and sheathing him. He arched upward again, searching for her depths. "No no no,” she breathed, 
pressing him down again. One mere fingertip tickling against the tight muscles of his belly sent him back quivering 
and obedient. 

She straddled him, then lowered herself, sighing as he filled her. He groaned, fumbling with damp hands 
to catch her hips, his fingers pressed into her soft creamy flesh and guiding her toward his--their-release, up and 
down, around, tight and wet and oh so hot. 

He slitted his eyes, secretly watching as she rode him, sliding her body with camal delight up and down 
his moist and rigid shaft, passionate sweat sheening her body. Her breasts were full and blushed, her tight nipples 
hard and dark as polished garnets. Her own eyes were shut, her mouth round as low moans escaped her from deep 
inside. 

He felt her suddenly tense; the blazing tightness that spasmed down around his length released all that was 
wild and hidden within him. His fingers on her tightened, shoving her down hard against him. He bucked up, 
rocking, impaling her and shuddering as she cried "Yes yes yes!", over and over, until at last they were through. 

He reached up and pulled her body down against his, melding her to him. He found her mouth with his 
own, thrust his tongue into that sweet "o" of her lips, drinking her passion as he loved her again and again and again 
until there was nothing more left for either to give or take. 

Nothing but memories. 


ee 


He was so sleepy and sated he didn't even care that he had never had dinner. Kelly, tucked atop him before 
the dwindling candlelight, didn't seem to care much either. 

He stroked her hair, nuzzling her, and at last broached what had been at the back of his mind all the 
difficult day. "Kel...what are you going to do after tomorrow?" 

"Ummm." She stirred and stretched, snuggling in closer, and murmured, teasing, "Why do you want to 
know?" 

"Just curious.” 

She tipped her head up, catching his eyes, her expression now serious. "I'm not really sure, Nick. Mom 
says she'll send me a prepaid ticket to come home for a while, but I don't feel like running home to Mommy and 
Daddy. I might not need to. Even if | do, it feels..." She paused, her warm body shifting with indecision. "Wrong, 
I guess.” 

"You could stay here." 

"No." Her reply was so very quick he could tell that she'd given it some previous thought. "I don't think 
so. There's not enough room for us both, and you need your space." 

"That's not quite what I meant--" 

"No." She touched a fingertip to his mouth, following it with her own lips. "There might still be a ghost 
or two in your bed. And I think I need something you can't give me." 

"And that's...?" 

"A commitment.” 

"Ah. The 'C' word." He made himself laugh and tried to convince himself it didn't matter. 

She sighed. "That's what I was looking for when I met Matt. He didn't turn out to be the guy...but that 
doesn't mean the right one still isn't out there for me. Except...” 

He ruffled her hair. "Except what?” 

"| don't know." She chewed at her lower lip, thinking. "Why do I always fall for the bad guys, Nick? 
The dangerous guys? All the wrong ones. First there was Al, then Matt, and..." She looked hard at him and he 
thought he imagined tears in the ocean of her eyes. "Never mind.” She slid off him, sitting up. 
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s side, nestling her atop the hard planes of his body. "Come 


in to hi 
He reached for her, drawing her again to ee Kas ee 


back. I won't bite." He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tig 


it for at least this one last night." - 
"Okay," she whispered, surrendering. Before long, she was asleep in his arms. | 
He watched the candle flames die one by one, then, still holding her, waited for the sun to rise, and 


wondered just how he was going to fill the suddenly empty places in more than just his loft when she'd left. 


ae 


So far, everything was going like clockwork. : 

"Real weddings should go this smooth." Amy, in a floor-length bridesmaid's gown of hot pink velvet, 
zipped Kelly into her wedding dress, then fussed with the bows down the back. 

"[ hear you.” Suzanne, dressed in fussy pastels and rufiles, unboxed two hats and a veil that were a fantasy 
of nylon netting and tulle. "Matt would've been my second marriage. My first wedding started almost a half-hour 
late, my maid of honor fainted, when they delivered the cake it was all wrong, and one of the centerpieces caught 
on fire." 

"Don't even ask me about mine." Kelly shuddered at the memory. "All these big Italian guys in sharkskin 
suits standing around the bar, looking me up and down and complimenting Al like he'd made a really good deal on 
a used car. I should've known what I was in for right then.” 

"You're all set.". Amy patted her on the back and tumed her toward the full-length mirror in the bridal 
pavilion's dressing room annex. "Don't you look just gorgeous?” 

Kelly stared at her reflection; the woman there was almost a stranger, bright-eyed and gleaming and 
virginal. "Shame it's not for real," she murmured, and tumed away. 

Amy and Suzanne pinned their hats into position, each tuming down the veiling that obscured their faces. 
"You think we'll pass?" Suzanne queried. 

"Our own madres wouldn't know us. Let's go outside--I want to watch for that creep.” 

"Can you send in my friends?" Kelly called after them. A few seconds later they straggled in, Gibs still 
staring over his shoulder and shaking his head at the "bridesmaids". 

"Okay, Kelly, I know how you did almost everything else, but how did you get those dresses on such short 
notice?" 

"That was the easiest part of the whole thing--they already had them." She pinched clip-on pearl earrings 
into place. "I don't know one woman who doesn't have at least one hideous bridesmaid’s dress in the back of her 
closet. You wear them once, throw them back in the garment bag, and swear you'll never be in another wedding 
like that again." She paused. "I own three." She fixed the elaborate and heavy veil into place; the tulle completely 
obscured her head, the effect not so much that of a delicate mist but rather a London pea soup fog. 

Nick, still trying to arrange his tuxedo into something a little less ludicrous, muttered, "Can you even see 
through that thing?" 

Even her voice was muffled from beneath it. "After a fashion." She laughed, then flipped the mounds of 
tulle back out of the way. "You look great, Nick--a little like Daniel Day-Lewis in one of those period dramas.” 

He smoothed the Edwardian tails, adjusted the brocade waistcoat, and loosened the puffy cravat. "Just 
where the hell did you get this tux?" 

Gibs grinned wickedly. "She let me pick it out.” 

; "Figures." He grimaced; nothing he was doing was making him feel any more comfortable in the excuse 
for high fashion. "Just what did I ever do to you to deserve something like this?" 

"Got an hour, Nick?" Gibs straightened his own vintage suit, faded and slightly seedy and more than alittle 
worse for wear, then put the final touches to his disguise in place. "I'll clue you in.” 

. "Children, children. My flock." Moon, clerical collar in place and Bible in hand, was already getting into 
character, his voice low and deep and resonant. "Let's not quarrel, on this the day the Lord has made, in the sight 
of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and all the rest of that crap." ‘ 

Nick cuffed him. "Save it for the audience." He peeked outside. "Who's out there anyway?” 


"I didn't want to re-invite any of my friends,” Kelly explained. "Moon took care of the new and improved 
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guest list.” 

"Yeah--I asked some of my bar regulars to come on by. Said we were doing some kind of crazy video for 
one of those reality shows. I told 'em to have fun and expect anything.” 

A quick rap at the door stopped their conversation. Sam's husband Gil leaned in, speaking quickly. "Your 
‘guest of honor’ has just arrived, and I made sure | seated him where you asked. Anything else?” When Kelly 
shook her head, he nodded, gave them all a grin and a thumbs-up, and slipped back outside. 

Kelly took a deep breath and smoothed her damp hands down the silk shantung front ofher dress. "Well, 
folks, it's show time.” 

"Places, everybody." Moon opened his Bible to the appropriate crib sheet and walked outside, toward 
where the small altar had been set up, while Gibs snuck out the side door and went around to the arbor at the rear 
of the gardens. 

Kelly looked around the cluttered room one more time, then gasped. "Oh, my God, I almost forgot.” She 
picked the tape recorder up, checked that the cassette was in place, then clipped the microphone to the handle of 
her bouquet and tucked the entire unit deep into the middle of the dense bundle of flowers. 

Nick rested his hand briefly at the small of her back, his touch concemed. "You okay?" 

Her smile was pinched. "I'm fine, Nick. What were you saying last week about pre-wedding jitters? I'm 
so jumpy you'd think this was the real thing.” 

"It is a 'real thing'--just not the kind you'd thought it would be." He kissed her quickly, not daring to linger 
on her soft mouth. 

She caught his hand, looking down. "Nick...however this goes...thanks for everything.” 

"It'll go great. Now I'll see you at the altar." He slipped out to join the rest of the tableau, as she sat down 
and waited for the music to start. 


As far as Matt Campbell was concerned, weddings were a waste of a perfectly good Saturday afternoon. 
Ironic how he'd managed to get out of the one he was going to co-star in, yet here he was, his butt wedged into a 
metal folding chair, staring into the bright sun while bees and gnats buzzed around his head, and watching the three- 
tier cake on a reception table off to one side congeal in the unseasonable spring heat. 

He could've been out on the golf course, but Tatiana had whined so much at him about attending the 
ceremony for one of her gal-pals that he'd decided he'd better give in and give her a few hours. Things were still 
early enough in their own relationship that "nice points" counted in the romancing; their own alleged wedding date 
was still two full months away, and he had a lot to get taken care of in the meantime. They were still talking "new 
car" and he had a feeling he was going to be able to swing her into buying a Miata. 

It was about time to move on to greener pastures; four scams in two years in the same area was pressing 
his luck. In the Midwest, he'd worked two in two years, but, admittedly the pickings were leaner there. New York 
women sounded ripe for his next picking, provided he could stand their frenetic pace. And God, those accents! 

Stinging lonely women was a dirty job, but hey, it kept him in good suits, new cars, and a little nose candy 
once in a while. Not to mention the profits he made when, after setting up new ownership records and working 
through a third party, he tured the houses around. 

He looked at his watch; five minutes late already. He bet it was the bride. Jesus, couldn't women ever get 
their butts in gear and be on time? 

"Hey, man.” Somebody gave him a sharp poke to his shoulder, and he tumed. "This seat taken?" Before 
he'd had a chance to make an excuse, a tall, badly-dressed black man with thick glasses and a straggling mustache 
had wedged himself into the narrow row, twisting and turning and trying to scoot himself into the only vacant seat 
left in the small garden. 

Matt wrinkled his nose--the guy was obviously wasted and smelled like mothballs and old beer--and tried 
to dissuade him. "You sure you're at the right place, buddy?” 

"This be the Miller wedding, right?” He consulted a slip of paper in his hand, looking puzzled. 

Matt was clueless and shrugged his disdain, but Tatiana gave the intruder one of her sweet, demure smiles 
and invited, "Sit nght down.” 

The guy grinned, reached around and tried to slap Tatiana a high-five as he sat. "Thanks, pretty mama.” 
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Tat, where a very pregnant woman sat, and giggled drunkenly. "Hey baby, you really do be j 


" i through gritted teeth. 
"Would you shut up?” Matt hissed oe I be givin' you bad vibes, ain't I? You hafta understan 4 


‘ ised. 
The guy blinked and settled, chastise ne colts married, she used to be my honey, and she done left me 


. This lady here, that pide x ‘ 
api alesis ie a ok Do you believe it?” His voice rose. I mean, do you believe jt?" 


, " he muttered tightly, "yes." pete 2 
snd hi Weadea March cut short any further conversation. Matt grimaced; you'd think the average 


couple could find something a little more original than that old "Here Comes the Bride” chestnut—but at least that 


: "We! Begun". 
et another endless reprise of "We've Only Just ; 
was seth bridal party had moved into place--two mismatched women in the most awful excuse for dresses 


he'd ever seen, with unbelievable hats to match. The groom, @ tall thin long-haired guy, was at least a match for 


them in a tacky retro tux. wi bl 
wane Matt nies as the bride started down the aisle and wondered if he'd die of terminal boredom before the 


afternoon was over. Beside him, as the bride brushed past, the drunken geek began to whimper, then, very softly, 
to cry. 


He looked past 
mama!" 


Tatiana nudged him, pointing. "Isn't she beautiful?” 
"Sure is," he agreed, while privately thinking that it must be one hell of a dog-pound party from all the 
nylon net obscuring not only the bride's but the attendants’ faces. . 

The minister, a senile old coot if he'd ever seen one, began the ceremony, droning on endlessly about true 
love and commitment and following one's heart, against all odds. The couple at the altar turned to face each other, 
clasping hands. Matt could see the groom's face, written on it a mixture of nerves and astonishment and good old- 
fashioned get-in-her-pants lust. "Sucker," he silently mouthed, even while Tatiana nestled closer to him and sighed 
with dewy-eyed empathy. 

Deep in his sermon, the minister was warming to his subject, jowls jiggling as he pontificated. "If there 
are any present who might find fault with the establishment of this most holy of unions between this man, and this 
woman, let them speak now, or forever hold their peace." 

Into the brief pause, the guy beside Matt stood and whooped out, "I do!" 

The minister stopped, shifting little half-moon glasses farther down his nose, and stared. "Excuse me?" 

The guy wavered on unsteady feet, whimpering and wiping at his nose. "I do believe that I find fault" 
He leaned forward, staring intensely at the poufs of veiling that had fixed on him at his interruption. "Baby, how 
couldja? I mean, how couldja do this to me—leave me when I love you so much? Come to me, baby." He 
beckoned to her, then clasped his hands together prayerfully. "One last time. Tell me why.” 

She actually left the altar, trailed by her girl-pals, working her way back down the aisle. The black guy 
was openly weeping as he stepped out to meet her. 

The bride brushed past him, and briefly Matt wondered if she was going to walk right on out of the garden. 
He warmed to the event--at least something a little different from the usual "I do's" was going on. 
pleats cac ne ~~ beside him, and with one quick motion whipped back her veiling. His ei 
his f s he with shock as, to his surprise, he found himself staring right into the blushing-bride face 0 

8 Iormer fianceeKelly Cochran. She grinned. "Hi, Matt. Nice day for a wedding, huh?” 


Kelly's heart was pounding as she reached into h 7 "it's kind of 
er bouquet and flicked on the tape recorder. “It's kin 
a shame that I was all dressed up with no place to ittle party, 
with you as the guest of honor.” r 80, 80 a couple of friends and | decided to throw a litle p 
re ee words, Amy and Suzanne threw back their veils, caroling "Surprise!" Matt's eyes went even widet- 
Ha MG gous ae he looked from one, to the other, then back to her. ‘The little-boy, ingralisi 
pped her heart crept is face: 4 vl immunity to 
wheedling expression about a week Or 80 hy ee eae eek ve a 


"Kelly, honey, it's good to see you,” he tried. "I can explain—" 
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"Don't bother." Her voice was hard. "All I want to know, Matt, is what did you do to my house?” 
Suzanne broke in. "And what did you do to my fumiture?” 
Amy chimed, "And how about my car?” 
: He looked like a possum treed by hounds, unable to decide who to address or how to explain. They gave 
him no quarter, hectoring him like a tree full of parrots and scarcely allowing him to get one word in in his defense. 

The bottom suddenly dropped out of the chatter. He looked around them again, as if sensing that they were 
waiting for his response and trying to figure out how to worm his way out of it this time. "Well?" Kelly crossed 
her arms over her chest, and glared at him. "You did it, didn't you? Took our stuff and split." 

He shrugged helplessly, then visibly surrendered under their onslaught. "Ladies, what can I say? | did it 
in a moment of personal weakness." 

"You must have a lot of those," Suzanne pronounced darkly. 

Amy added, "He sure did in bed." 

Matt flushed, looking like someone had grabbed the waistband of his jockey shorts and yanked up hard. 
"I admit I did some things to you beautiful girls I'm not proud of. But..." his teeth flashed in a bright smile. "Can't 
we work this out?” 

Kelly flashed through a mental checklist of what she needed. "I'm a reasonable person--I'm willing to try. 
Will you give me my money back that you took?” 

He paused, then purred oilily, "Of course.” 

"Fix the house records you altered to show my ownership again?" 

"Not a problem." 

"Replace the car that you took? Give back the furniture you had hauled out?" 

"Anything you ask." 

"And will you do the same for them?” She gestured with her bouquet at the two girls flanking her. 

"If that's what will make it nght--" Something dropped from the flowers to hit against the grass with a dull 
"thump". Kelly went cold, refusing to look down; however, Matt caught the motion and did. 

The tiny whirring tape recorder spooled away where it had fallen, its gauges still registering the random 
bird chirps and distant harp music from another ceremony that filled the sudden silent. Matt's ingratiating grin faded, 
to be replaced by something cold and hard and dangerous as he realized how she'd been entrapping him. 

"Oh, shit," someone muttered. It could have even been her. 

In a flash, Matt bent, picked up the tape recorder, and ran. 


Laalasliaad 


It all went to hell in a handbasket just that quick. 

Nick had hung back, watching, close enough to catch everything and taking a dark personal glee in how 
well it was all going. The replies the vengeful brides-to-be had coaxed from Matt might just be enough for the 
grand jury to reconsider an indictment. If not that, at very least the ladies had the satisfaction of his public 
humiliation and the closest thing they'd probably get to an apology from a sociopath like that. 

Plus, if the whole lurid story caught the attention of the right people, it could make Matt the unwilling 
subject of one excruciatingly embarrassing Movie-of-the-Week. 

He winced as Kelly gestured 2 little too emphatically and sent the hidden tape recorder flying. Of course 
it was too much to hope that Matt hadn't seen it. Nick automatically started forward to offer assistance but before 
he'd covered even a couple of yards toward him Matt was already bending and scooping and tuming to flee. 

Gibs was on the ball, bolting after the fugitive, his long legs closing the distance in a few paces. Matt 
tuned and met his pursuer somewhere on the far side of the pavilion, behind the reception table. Gibs swung into 
a lightning-fast series of self-defense moves, which Matt not only neatly bypassed but managed to tum against him. 
He caught Gibs' arm, twisting him sideways, and with a grunt threw him night into the cake. The table legs buckled, 
sending Gibs, three decorated tiers, and a bowl of Jordan almonds spilling across the manicured lawn. 

Matt took off again. The guests stood up and started milling around, some of them applauding the action 
that they certainly felt was destined for a home-video show. 

Nick shoved his way through the crowd, trying to keep an eye on the dark suit darting ahead toward escape. 
So damn many people between them... 
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i j i Kelly circled around the crowd and took off herself after 
A white flash bisected the space before him as a cee ores ily, vert of te 


Matt. Nick had never seen her run so fast-the white satin 


ion. Still, she didn't have a hope of actually catching up to : Ag 
men 7 circled the aside cli broke for the small enclosed parking lot visible from the gardens. At 


least something had gone right--Matt’s car was blocked in a parking stack, unable to be moved until the vehicles 
10 
front pair i b psiaete bid the botanical garden gates. Matt yelped a fierce curse, then took off for 
the street, his intent obvious. Nick's heart sank--after all this, the bastard was going to get away with it. ' 
Kelly screamed after him with righteous rage. "Oh, no you don't!" She was heading straight for Nick's 
bike; as he watched in astonishment, she hitched up her gown, straddled the seat and, with one well-placed kick, 
fired the engine. Tires screeched against the pavement as the Triumph lurched forward, its rear wheel spinning until 
it at last caught and sent her roaring through the lot. In seconds she'd caught up to Matt, then paced him, then 
passed him; then she flew through the gates and reversed, blocking his exit to the street. 


The bus pulled away. i f 
Matt manner Kelly, staring him down, gunned the throttle and eased the bike toward him. He backed up. 


She moved forward again, slow and ominous, a black-and-chrome border collie herding him back into place. 

Nick and Gil Mendoza reached him at the same time. Gil's gun was out, a set of cuffs in his other hand, 
and he looked like he was enjoying the opportunity to help put paid to the whole mess. "Sir, I believe I'm going 
to have to place you under arrest for disturbing the peace, as well as for assault with a deadly weapon." 

Matt's expression was sour as Gil expertly snapped the handcuffs into place. "What deadly weapon?” 

Gibs came limping around the comer, his suit coated with buttercream and a reddened napkin pressed to 
his forehead. "He nailed me with this, man,” he muttered, obviously pissed. Nick looked at the little piece of plastic 
clenched in Gibs' fist--the bride and groom figurine from the top of the cake. "Damn near put my eye out." 

Kelly, still on the bike, scooted forward, joining their group. "Matt." She put out one hand. "The tape 
recorder." When he didn't respond immediately, she gently nudged him with the front fender, and repeated, "The 
tape recorder, Matt. Don't make me run tire tracks up and down your spine." He capitulated, handing it over, before 
Gil led him away. 

Kelly's eyes were bright and gleeful and her exclamation breathless as Nick came up to her and tweaked 
the Triumph's ignition, shutting it off. "That went well, didn't it?” 

He could only shake his head as he helped her off the bike. "You know, you're never going to get the 
grease from the drive chain off that dress. Now, c'mon. Let's get this place cleaned up and get out of here." 


hh 


"Gil just called." Nick came back out onto the roof of the building that housed his loft, where Kelly, still 
in her stained wedding gown, sat on a chair she'd hauled up, wiggling her bare toes and watching an industrial 
sunset. 

"And?" She took another sip of the cheap champagne most of the wedding "guests" had turned down as 
being an inferior vintage. 

"They've got Matt in custody. Gil’s not sure any of the current charges will stick past Monday, butit looks 
likely they'll reopen the sting investigation based on what you provided them with today. Since he's an obvious 
flight risk, the D.A..'s office will probably find some way to keep him around.” He sipped from his own champagne 
glass, and settled down beside her. "I hope it's all been worth it, Kelly. I don't know how much money and 
property you and the others are ever going to get out of him.” 

"It doesn't matter. When you get right down to it, putting him away will be enough. Thanks, Nick.” She 


leaned over to kiss the top of his head, then leaned back in the chair and sighed. "Guess it's time to try to put my 
life back together. It won't be easy, but..." 


He smiled. "You'll do fine." 


"What about you?" She leaned forward, her blue eyes examinine hie.."D; Se chat 10 6h 
about that job offer?" i g his. "Did you ever decide w 


"Yeah." He coughed lightly and looked away. 


"I'm going to take th i t." 
"Good for you." Her quiet smile was sad. ? © appellate appointmen 
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He shrugged. "Like everyone's been telling me, it's time for a change." The events of the day had been 
a good way to end it all, even though deep inside he still doubted that the turmoil would ever truly be over. 

"I'll miss you." Her voice broke; when he looked back he was dismayed to see tears on her face. 

He shifted to his knees, wiping away the wetness on her cheeks with one finger. "Oh, c'mon, Kelly, don't 
cry." 

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to." She sniffed and swallowed back any further tears. "I don't know, Nick--it 
was just the weirdest feeling when I was standing with you up at that altar, like..." She blinked rapidly. "...Like that 
was the way it was supposed to be. Do you know what I mean?" 

He tried not to admit that he did, squeezing her hand and joking instead, "Do you know if we'd had licenses 
it could've actually been legal?" 

"What? How?" 

"Moon told me once that he got a minister certificate from one of those mail order churches.” 

Kelly laughed softly. "Actually, being married to you wouldn't be half-bad." 

"More like a/l-bad," he countered. 

"No," she giggled. Then the smile faded, her eyes sobering, going soft. "No." She pressed her mouth to 
his, a hard, full kiss, that brought back to him nights spent not-alone, something to come home to, something to want 
to try to change for. He closed his eyes, as ghosts stirred and shifted in his heart, making room. 

By the time she had broken away, he'd made another choice. "So you wanna do something about it?" 

"About what?" 

"About what we just said.” 

Her eyes widened. "Getting married? Nick, I--" 

"Money where your mouth is, Kel." His heart was thumping and his mouth was dry and he wasn't quite 
sure he wanted to say it, but he'd never know unless he tried. "What about it?" 

Her jaw sagged with disbelief. "You're serious, aren't you?" 

"I am if you are." He stood up, bringing her to her feet with him. "Tonight? 

She looked stunned. "Like..drive to Vegas?" 

"Not unless we have to. I allegedly have some pull at the county courthouse." He led her off the roof and 
down the stairs. "Let me make some calls and see what I can do." 


bad 


"Are you guys out of your minds?" Nick didn’t think he'd ever seen Moon look so taken aback. "This was 
a sting, Nick, not a lifetime commitment." 

"What can I say, Moon?” He waved his arms helplessly while, behind him in his chambers, Kelly took 
another sip of champagne. He didn't think he'd ever seen her look so happy. "We've had them get out of hand 
before." 

Moon glowered. "I refuse to take responsibility for this. And I won't do the ceremony." 

"You don't have to." He'd talked one of his colleagues into coming down to the courthouse to say the 
proper words and sign the right papers; and the court clerk had owed Nick one for such a long time that neither of 
them remembered exactly why. Still, he'd come down on his day off to issue the license. "As soon as Gibs gets 
here, we can start.” 

"] don't believe this," Moon muttered. 

Nick countered, "Aren't you the one who said--" 

He grunted. "Don't remind me. And you never listen to what I say anyway." He shook his head. "I sure 
hope it works." 

"You're not the only one," Nick allowed. 

He knew if they didn't do it now-right now--he never would. And maybe it wouldn't look like such a good 
idea in the morning, but then again...he'd never know unless they tried. 

Gibs had a Band-Aid on his forehead and a big grin on his face when he at last bounced in a few minutes 
later. Nick grabbed Kelly's hand and pulled her up to her feet and waved his colleague back into the room. "We're 
all here--let's get this show on the road." 
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"Hang on, guys,” Gibs interrupted. "Big news!" He whipped a baggie from his pocket and pulled out a 


small white plastic stick, waving it in their faces. "Check it out.” 
Moon leaned in, staring. "What is it?" 
Kelly took one look, then drew back. 


out from under my nose." ) F . 
"What ah you talking about?" Nick knew he was missing something but he wasn't quite sure what. 


i ined, " . You know what that means? Violet's pregnant." : | 
ushers ig Shon aie es going to be a father and those two are getting married. This is too 
much for my heart--call the cardiac care center." ‘ in 
"Later." Nick tumed to Kelly, pressing her hands between his. "You still wanna do it? 
"Sure." She nodded at him, all wide-eyed and winsome. 
They did. 


"It's an EPT. If that thing's been in what | think it's been in, get it 


itd 


"I'd carry you over the threshold, but that’s a little old-fashioned.” Nick wheeled the motorcycle that had 
served to take them to and from the courthouse into the loft, parking it in its usual place. 

Kelly looked at the piece of paper in her hand, touching their signatures and those of the witnesses and 
tracing the scrawled letters as if she still didn't believe it had really happened. "And I'm a modern woman. I'm not 
even sure I'll take your name.” ; io 

"We've got plenty of time to figure that out." He was surprised that, when he got right down to it, it felt 
just like any normal evening; Kelly over, the tingle of the breeze from a night ride still on his skin, a good cold 
beer in the fridge. He got one out and held it toward her. "Want one?” 

"No." She was smiling as she approached him, her arms coming up to encircle his neck. On her finger 
was the pinkie ring Moon--bless his curmudgeonly heart--had loaned them when Nick realized he had nothing to 
seal the union with. "I want something else.” 

He let himself be backed toward the futon, dimly noting that she was good at herding. He felt terminally 
bemused. "Kelly. What the hell just happened here?" 

She urged him down, straddling his lap as she sat. "Don't worry about it." She winked, then pressed her 
mouth--hard--against his, dizzying his senses and stealing his breath. Her whisper was as teasing, as demanding--as 
hot--as the body atop his, pressing him back against the cotton comforter. "We'll figure it out in the moming." 


Epilogue 


The marriage had lasted all of six months before she'd walked out. 

Nick reached past the two pictures on his desk--one of Sandy and his daughter, the other the small framed 
Polaroid taken of him and Kelly almost eighteen months before at her "bridal shower"--and shifted a heavy legal 
tome from the reference stacks, dropping it in the middle of the stack of papers he'd been reviewing since six A.M. 
A muscle in his jaw twitched. Law in the abstract was neither his strongest point nor his favorite preoccupation, 
and not only he but his superiors felt it a pity that he hadn't discovered that until he was well and truly mired in 
the appellate logjam in the state capitol. 

He looked at the pictures a dozen times a day, counting ghosts behind the cold sheets of glass. There had 
been no animosity in his break-up with Kelly, only regrets that they hadn't been able to make it work, and they had 
parted as the kind of friends who called each other weekly--sometimes nightly—-to share news and life and laughter 
and often tears as well. She frequently let on that she missed him as much as he missed her, and there was more 
than a hint that if he ever chose to try again, she'd be waiting. They had not even divorced, had only legally 
separated, neither of them feeling compelled to sever their tenuous, spontaneous tie. 

He flipped open the book and stared at the pages, until the letters blurred before him. Adjusting his glasses 
didn't help. For the first time in his life, he hated his job, and all the concentration in the world couldn't pull sense 
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from words he didn't care about. 

Sam had called him a few days before, sharing the hot gossip that the judge who'd been appointed to fill 
the fifth district vacancy when Nick had left had been forced to resign due to the kind of sex scandal the media 
refused to leave alone. She pled a plaintive case for his return, as well as filling him in on how Gil was doing in 
his new job since he'd passed the bar exam and been hired by the D.A.'s office, as well as how their little daughter 
was surpassing all the other toddlers in day care. 

Nick's current secretary was--literally--of the old school, dry and efficient and dressed in orthopedic hose 
and polyester dresses that smelled like old powder. She'd never once called him "Nick", preferring always the cold 
and impersonal "Judge Marshall." He called her "Mildred", at her request; the one time he'd slipped and called her 
"Millie", she'd actually scolded him like a disobedient school kid. 

He'd cut his hair when Kelly had moved out, had it redone into a tried and true corporate style. He'd hated 
that too, so he'd cut it only that once. Since then, it had grown back so unkempt and shaggy he could barely put 
it up to preserve his judicial image. 

He knew Kelly would like it the way it was back to now. 

Moon had visited him last month, stopping by on his way up the coast. He'd sold half his interest in the 
bar and bought a motor home, trying to see as much of the country as possible before he got too old to enjoy it. 
He looked like he was having the time of his life and Nick only hoped he could stay out of trouble. 

Gibs and Violet and their son lived only an hour away from Nick, his job ultimately having relocated him 
up North, as he'd felt it would. Oddly enough, Nick rarely saw him; once they had ceased to operate as vigilantes 
by night, they'd slipped the ties that had bound them in their odd and dark companionship. 

He missed that life, yet knew he could never have it back. 

But there were parts of it--maybe the best parts--that he could. 

Words echoed in his head--something Kelly had once said to him, long ago. You don't wear judge's robes, 
you wear... 

"Sackcloth and ashes," he repeated out loud to the faces on his desk that watched him. He'd never stopped. 

Maybe it was time. 

On impulse he reached for the phone, dialing with one hand while with the other he pulled the clips from 
his hair, shaking it out. If Mildred were to come in right now, he thought with grim humor, she'd either faint or 
call security. 

Kelly answered on the third ring, her voice as warm and soft as always. 

"Kel? It's me." 

"Hi, Nick.” No matter what, she always sounded happy to hear from him. "What's up?" 

He felt time pause for him, and held himself suspended in its crystalline embrace, clear and pure and 
patient, until he let go of the past and made his decision. He took a deep breath. "I'm quitting my job--it's just not 
my thing. There might be chance I can get my old position back so I'm going to go for it. I'll probably be back 
down the beginning of the week. And, Kelly....". He bypassed the photo that was, in itself, an ending, and reached 
instead for the other, his thumb stroking gently over the captured image of the two of them on a night when 
something had begun. "You and me?” He smiled. "I think I finally figured it out.” 


Eleven months later, Kelly Cochran Fiora Marshall gave birth to their only child, a daughter. Sandra, 
nicknamed "Dee Dee" by her loving and possessive parents--who put aside their own continuing differences and 
tenuous relationship to raise her with support and devotion--followed in her father's footsteps in the legal profession, 
as first a prosecuting attorney and later, judge. 

And in her spare time, she raced motorcycles. 
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Vested Interest 
(an editorial fantasy) 


"This i idest thing we've ever done.” ‘ ‘ ; 
Ga ies aes wad just fine." Kelly bit her lip to stifle a giggle as she helped Nick with the 
finishing touches of his disguise for their latest scam. 


i ‘diculous.” ' 
ART isak oie " In fact, Kelly had to admit that he looked better than great. It was just the idea of Nick 


"T'm freezing." 3 ; ’ 
"Nick Marshall it's eighty-five degrees outside!" she snapped, exasperated. "You can't be freezing! Now 


hold still and let me finish this." hd ange - 
Nick settled back as she combed and separated and began to braid. "I feel stupid. 


"Nick..." oe fea daa 
The waming in her tone silenced him. Rolling his eyes, he thought back to the beginnings of this situation. 


"Judge Marshall?" 

"Yes." He balanced the receiver against his ear and continued to sort through the day's accumulation of 
paperwork. 

"I need your help." The voice was soft, heavy with a Southern accent. 

"In what way, Miss...?" 

"There's a problem that needs your special attention, if you know what I mean.” 

He didn't have a clue. "I'll be glad to do what I can. If you'll just make an appointment with my secretary" 

"I don't want Sam involved in this one," the voice interrupted. "She gets on my nerves sometimes." 

He blinked. "I beg your pardon?" 

"I know you'll have to use Kelly and Moon. And I suppose we'll be forced to let Gibs make some sort of 
appearance. But no Sam." 

"Miss, what are you talking about?" 

“I know who you are, Judge. More importantly, I know what you do after hours." 

"Who is this?" he snapped. 

She laughed. "I'm not going to answer that one! I know what happens to women who discover your secret- 
-every single one has wound up sleeping with you. I'm not in the market ‘for that right now. Maybe later, but right 
now I have my fantasies full with that long-haired hunky Immortal." 

“Is this some sort of joke?" 

"Just shut up and listen to me. There's a situation which should not be allowed to exist. I want you to take 
care of it." 

"Take care--" 

"That is what you do, isn't it? Right wrongs and all that?" She didn't wait for an answer. "I'm going to 
give you a name and address. Check it out." 

Against his better judgement, he reached for pen and paper and wrote down the information she gave him. 
Before he could recover enough to have the call traced, she had ended the connection. 


"There's just something funny about all this. Something not quite right.” 
Kelly secured the end of the braid with a silver hairclasp and patted his shoulder. "You're just nervous 
because you've never done this sort of thing before. You'll be fine." 


"But... ve checked this woman out. She has a steady j i doesn't 
’ y job. She doesn't have a police record. She do 
hang out with any unsavory characters. She does seem to live a bit beyond her means, but Moon hacked into a 
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credit card accounts and..." He shrugged. "She does it with plastic, not with anything illegal.” 

"There must be something there, though.” Kelly circled him, inspecting her work. "Why else would you 
have gotten that anonymous call?” 

"I'm beginning to wonder...” 


"We've got a way in!" 

Nick glanced up at Gibs' gleeful exclamation and lifted an eyebrow in question. Gibs and Moon had taken 
turns monitoring the suspect's calls for the past week, searching unsuccessfully for something--anything--the slightest 
bit suspicious. After the fourth day, they had expanded their quest, hoping to find some means of entrance to the 
house, which they had placed under observation. 

"She's giving a party for some of her girlfriends, and she's just called to place an order." Gibs' eyes 
twinkled and he gave a huge, annoying grin. "I've just called and canceled it.” 

Nick nodded. "Great. So one of you can fill in and--" He broke off as Gibs shook his head. 

"You have to be the one to go in." 

"Why?" 

"Because she doesn't want a woman, and she doesn't want an old man, and she doesn't want a black guy." 

"What does she want?" 

“She wants a stripper." 


Nick stared at the image reflected in his full-length mirror and shuddered. "Kelly, I just don't think this 
is going to work." 

"You look gorgeous!" she assured him. 

His gaze moved down to the short black biker boots with silver trim, up past the one-size-too-small black 
jeans that cupped his butt and delineated his front, and stopped at the vest--buttersoft black leather, lacing up each 
side, closed in front with silver snaps, and wom over nothing but skin. 

"I look like an idiot." 

"I bet she won't think so." There was an odd tone in Kelly's voice. "I'll bet you're going to be just what 
she ordered." 

With a sigh he smoothed down a few stray tendrils of hair, tucked a boom box under one arm, and headed 
for the bike. 

"We won't wait up,” Kelly called after him. "It might be a Jong party.” 

He made grumbling noises in response. 


Despite his protests, he was well into a "Chippendale persona" by the time he rang the bell of the suburban 
ranch house in Hacienda Heights, lounging casually against the door frame and straightening slowly as the door 
swung open. 

"Yes?" The woman who had opened the door, a short brunette with a wicked grin, looked him up and 
down, first quickly, then again at a more leisurely pace. 

Deciding he should verify that this was their suspect before he went any further, he asked, "Ms. 
MacMurray?" 

"Call me Anne. You must be the dancer." 

"What a lucky guess." Involuntarily, he attempted to tug the leather vest some way that would cover more 
skin. 

"Won't you come?" She grinned. "I mean, come i?" 

He would have swom he heard the click of a lock as he stepped past her and into the foyer, but he put it 
down to nerves. 

"Right this way. I think the den would be the best place for your performance." 

"Fine." He removed his sunglasses, replacing them with the clear-glassed, vulnerable round wire-rims that 
had been specified in the order, and set the boom box down on the bar. "Am I early?" 

"No. You're right on time.” 
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else here. I thought...” ' 
She batted her eyelashes and went on in a voice dripping 
d tell you not to..come. Since I've made you come all 


"But..." His eyebrows rose. "There's nobody 
"I had to cancel the party at the last minute. 
with sincere regret. "It was just too late to say an 
d dance for me ” ; 
Bite ernie fen tials seas to what she was saying in his surreptitious visual search of the room, 


He shmgged, barely paying att \ E 2 : 
Nothing Pst Be i out are aaa, He wondered if something were going on in another part of the house 


i he could get into the bedrooms. ; : : 
iis ee aS the by pe was watching him with an eager gleam in her ey of Welt 
"Okay, lady. It's your C-note.” He pressed the "play" button and, as the first pounding notes of "Born to 
" to dance. : 
cia epee tea him a few hints and tips from her belly-dancing class, Nick knew he could never 
pass for a real male stripper. Luckily, Anne seemed oblivious to his shortcomings. Swaying in time to the music, 
he slowly removed the glasses, drawing an earpiece teasingly along the upper edge of his vest, across the hint of 
exposed chest hair, then down along the front of his prc Folding the glasses with a snap, he tossed them onto 
to work his hips back and forth. 
~ PEs antes iad nde Hikeh a RletadiGind owas None eteatnig tid Ttkeg. Kelly had fed him. And how 
the hell did she know what male strippers did and said in their act anyway? he wondered fleetingly as he flexed 
his knees and, still gyrating, lowered himself to straddle her lap. 

Somehow, Kelly had neglected to tell him that women would attempt to undo the snaps with their teeth. 
He recovered from his initial surprise and slid his fingers through her hair as she worked. It seemed to take a very 
long time...and it seemed that she was doing an unnecessary amount of /icking... Hd By 

When the last snap finally surrendered, he attempted to rise again, but she stopped him with a hand on his 
denim-covered thigh. "Don't I have to undo the laces too?" she asked sweetly. 

Not knowing if this were part of a standard package and afraid of blowing his cover, he grinned and angled 
his body toward her eager lips. He found himself breathing a bit more rapidly as her tongue slid between each lace 
opening to tease and moisten... 

Springsteen was into his tenth rendition of the chosen song--and Nick was flushed and flustered--before 
Anne was satisfied with her lace-work. She slid her hands beneath the front of the vest, up along the planes of his 
chest to his shoulders, and shoved the garment back and down. 

"Now the jeans," she murmured. 

While he was still trying to free himself from the vest, which she had somehow managed to slide down in 
such a way that his arms were trapped behind him, she had begun to work on the zipper of his very tight black 
jeans. The tip of her nose moved back and forth across his stomach, tickling, as she slid the metal lower...and 
lower... 

"Geez," he gasped, suddenly realizing that her motions were causing a decidedly unprofessional stirring in 
his loins. "Ms. MacMurray..." 

"Call me Anne," she purred as her lips traced the fine line of hair leading downward. 

"Um...Anne..." The top of the jeans were down around his hips, revealing the indecent black leather thong. 
They slid a bit lower, revealing the rapidly growing bulge inside the thong. "I don't think...” 

Her fingers covered the bulge and he made an indescribable moaning noise. Holding him and lifting him 
free, she looked up into his eyes and whispered, "I recognize you, Judge Marshall.” 

Surrendering to the inevitable, he lay back and let her have her way with him. 


“* * 


"I just have one question,” he asked much much much later as they lay sprawled together across the king- 
size bed in the fourth of the bedrooms they had made use of. 


"What's that?" She ran her hand up the front of his body to play with the thick, curling strands of hair 
which had come loose from Kelly's careful braid some time--several times--before. 
"I got an anonymous tip that something was going on out here. A ‘situation which should not be allowed 


10 ee es ne exact phrase." He made another sound, momentarily distracted, as she tweaked a taut nipple. 
w fa) " 
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"I don't see anything wrong here. No drugs, no gambling, no white slavery..." He hesitated, examining 
his current situation. "Not much white slavery." 

"You won't find anything like that here.” 

"Then what was she talking about? What's the situation that should not be allowed to exist?” 

"The fact that I wasn't getting any.” 

"You weren't..." 

"I'd been celibate way way too long,” she explained. 

"But then...why...who...” 

As Anne lifted herself atop him once more, she whispered, "That was my best friend Melody who called 
you. And I owe her a big one for this.” 

From a distant fantasy featuring a fireplace, a thick shag rug, and two smiling people, a Southern-accented 
voice murmured, "No prob. Anything for a friend." 
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You're reading this 'zine because... 


You can see in the dark. 

You can tell the difference between a Triumph and a Norto 
You always dreamt of going to Barcelona, but somehow en 

That long black dress is a tum-on. 

If someone blew up your spouse and kid 
You think Gibs has great fashion sense ) 
You've always been into tormented heroes but were getting a littl 

Nick never should have slept with Veronica 

You didn't know what else to do on the last day of Me 
pocket. 

Lots of "hurt-comfort" ; 
You're wondering who "Anne MacMurray" and "Melody Wilde” really are. 

.....You know exactly who "Anne MacMurray" and "Melody Wilde" really are! 

Bitchin’ cover! 

Joe Laguna should sleep with Glenda Ross more often 

You're tired of Nick and Kelly avoiding physical intimacy and figured if you were going to find it anywhere it 
would be in here. 

You're right about the above 

You already have a thing for late-night heroes named "Nick" 

Of a longstanding leather-and-long-hair fixation 

Somebody who should've known better gave you a copy 

You misread the title and thought you were buying "Street Justice" fiction instead. 

You want to be up on the mythos when "Seeing in the Dark #2" comes out next year! 


n 
ded up in Chatsworth instead. 


with a car bomb meant for you, you'd be pissed off too. 


e tired of the Phantom of the Opera 


diaWest with the spare change left in the bottom of your 


You won't read this 'zine because... 


"They" screwed up the show after Ramy Zada left. 
You'd rather look at slicked-back hair than a classic nose. 


Bruce Abbott's judge-wig didn't fool you for a second. 

The only Crimetime show worth watching was "Forever Knight” 
Sondheim never wrote a song called "Where you going...Chatsworth" 

You know exactly who "Anne MacMurray" and "Melody Wilde" really are! 


